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      “There’s a spelling mistake,” said Dot as she perused the tome, her finger diligently tracing the words as she read them. She pushed her glasses up her nose, only so that she could then tilt her head down to look over them at Cassy.

      “There is not,” she exclaimed wrestling the book from Dot’s grip. Cassy scanned the page furiously, trying to hunt down the offending word. “I don’t see it. Tell me where.”

      Helpfully, triumphantly, Dot pointed to the third line down. Cassy read the sentence, then again and finally stopped on the third time.

      “Don’t do that to me, Dot,” Cassy said, patting her chest, “I swear you nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      A deep, tired but relieved breath flowed from Cassy’s lips. The book she now held in her hands was the culmination of over a year’s work. The idea to get something in print had been with her for years, but it had been her young part-time assistant, Patty, who pushed Cassy to put pen to paper.

      Herzog, the old beast bounced up onto the counter of the Spicery, Cassy’s herbal and (on occasion) spell store. He purred, a strong low rumble that was felt more than heard, and rubbed himself against the hardback.

      “Do you think he knows you put him on the cover?” asked Patty. A local artist had been commissioned to make the cover and had produced an amusing little caricature of Herzog. The picture sat in the corner of the cover keeping a suspicious eye on the title which read: Spicery! The History and Future of Modern Magic.

      Cassy wasn’t sure about the title; it had been her publisher’s idea. To her, it sounded a little stuffy, despite the exclamation point. All things considered, however, she couldn’t have been prouder. She lifted it up, clasped firmly between her hands, to admire it as she’d been doing all morning since the four large boxes had arrived carrying several dozen copies.

      Herzog took a break from his excessive cleaning to look at the book. He let out a little snort then continued washing.

      “Well, all you have to do now is sell the things,” said Dot looking over the stack of boxes. They did have a small area in the store for books, which was otherwise taken up with racks of every possible ingredient from herbs, minerals, spices and a few more things that defied description. At the center of the small space were several large plastic-lined wicker baskets with scoops in each one to measure out whatever you needed, whether it be dried chilies, pink salt, cloves, thyme or any of the hundreds of other curious things that lent their aroma to the intoxicating atmosphere.

      Cassy looked a little dejected. In contrast with what had to happen now, writing the book had been easy. Now she had to convince people that they should buy the book. She was confident of its quality and usefulness, but letting others know that was going to be tricky. She just wasn’t a self-publicist. That kind of attention-seeking wasn’t part of who she was. It was partly why she’d been so attracted to being a witch, something she didn’t advertise that much either, not that the reaction to such a thing is ever good. Mostly, she kept to herself, content to keep the Spicery going. Why she had written a book was beyond her. And now she agreed to join a panel of authors at Havenholm’s very own literary festival.

      “We could always give them away free,” offered Dot sincerely. “You know, ‘spend fifty dollars and get Cassy’s book.’ It would drive sales.” Dot crossed her arms contentedly as if she’d conclusively solved a problem.

      “You know what, Dot, I think I might try and sell a few first.” Cassy took a stack to the bookcase on the far wall and made some space. She stepped back and admired her handiwork.

      “I think it’ll fly off the shelves,” said Patty. She’d jumped onto the counter next to the cash register. Her legs swung lazily, her feet hitting against the wood surface. She was leafing through Cassy’s book (Cassy still couldn’t get over calling it that). “Believe me, after Saturday, we’ll have to ration it to one per customer.”

      “Why? What happens on Saturday?” said Dot, more interested in the book cover than an answer. She held her spindly glasses halfway between her face and the book, moving them in and out to get better focus.

      “The Havenholm Weekend of Words,” said Patty, “featuring local author Cassandra Dean.” Patty was the most excited of the three of them. All Cassy could feel was anxiousness. There would be real authors at the festival. Real writers. Ones who had written more than a single recipe book (with history, humor and a picture of a cat).

      “It does have a nice ring to it though, doesn’t it, hon?” said Dot. “Cassandra Dean: author.” She put the copy of Spicery! she’d been inspecting strategically by the register and pottered off to attend to a customer who’d been mulling over some dried fruits.

      “Caroline Cuthbert’s going to be there, Cass,” said Patty excitedly. “The Caroline Cuthbert.”

      “All those wizards and things, right?” Cassy was only half paying attention. She was more worried about someone else who would be attending. It wasn’t someone like Chet Ealing, though he did have a bit of a reputation; nor was it Jenny Thatcher, whom Cassy knew Dorothy liked to read. Instead, it was Havenholm’s very own reclusive author, Max Frowd, who had her concerned.

      “Not wizards,” said Patty. “Faeries. That’s F-A-E, faeries. Tales of SummerBank? The Wilderhunt Chronicles? Daphne Gold and the Faeries of Shimala? None of this means anything to you?”

      “Daphne Gold?” Cassy was still preoccupied and only hearing bits and pieces. Suddenly, she was overcome by the feeling of guilt. Perhaps that was too harsh, but she did nonetheless worry that she’d been neglecting her duties as a neighbor. Frowd occupied the entire top floor of the building opposite, one of four that made their little quarter of town called Nether Edge. He’d lived there, all by himself for as long as Cassy could remember. In all that time, she’d only ever seen him once or twice, and her only significant interaction with him had been at the start of summer when the police had interviewed everyone following the sad demise of Mrs. Donnington two doors down.

      As much as she wanted to, Cassy felt it would be a little out of place, not to say imposing of her, to hike her way up to the top floor and introduce herself. Even though she did have the best reason ever to see him: being part of the same discussion panel. The man had abandoned the literary life in New York and moved all the way down here to Havenholm so he wouldn’t be bothered. She’d let him have his privacy for now and leave him to listen to his classical music, which could sometimes be heard wafting from an open window.

      “Are you even listening?” said Patty. She was leaning in front of Cassy’s face to get her attention. “I’m helping out at the festival. It’ll look good on my CV, but even so, I don’t want to be too pushy. So, do you think you could do it? You’ll be talking to her backstage, so…”

      “Do what?” Cassy looked at Patty utterly confused.

      “You really were a million miles away, weren’t you? I’m talking about getting Caroline Cuthbert to sign my 5th edition of Bogsnatchers—Wilderhunt Chronicles Volume Five.”

      “Fifth?” said Cassy. “You know that’s not particularly rare. Or desirable.”

      “There are literally hundreds of editions, so five’s quite small, right?” said Patty expectantly.

      Patty had the book in question on her and handed it to Cassy, practically forcing it into her hands. “Hopefully she’ll announce her new book too. I can’t wait. It’s been years since the last one. Maybe you could get an early proof. You could be friends, right?”

      The look in her eyes was inordinately excited.

      “Okay, okay I’ll do it. I’ll get her to sign it.”

      “Thanks. Love you,” said Patty before skipping off to take charge of the cash register.

      Cassy looked down at the book that had been foisted upon her. The cover was all rich purples and warm orange and featured the face of an actor she vaguely recognized. Above the title were the emblazoned words ‘Now a Major Motion Picture.’ She looked from Bogsnatchers to her own, somewhat humbler book.

      “If only, hey Herzog?”

      Herzog tilted his head to one side, shrugged, then jumped down to the ground and padded away silently.
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      The weekend came a lot sooner than Cassy had anticipated. The Havenholm Weekend of Words was upon them and there was no escaping it now.

      Judging by the sales of her book thus far (which could be counted on the digits of a single finger), it didn’t seem like Cassy was going to be on an equal footing as the rest of the authors present. Though, she did have home turf advantage, something that she kept telling herself as if it meant anything. It wasn’t all just famous writers though. There were other Havenholm residents performing readings and setting up stalls, people seeking publishing contracts, poets, amateurs and would-be pros. Perhaps even some who just liked to write and didn’t worry about recognition but relished the opportunity to get their work out there. There would be tents set up in the park, a book sale as well as writing workshops and a variety of different events. Patty had been over everything with her several times, but very little of it had stuck with her.

      The panel wasn’t until late Sunday. Max Frowd was being billed as the main attraction, the big finale for the weekend. Cassy had nearly two whole days to fret and stew in her own anxiety before she’d have to sit down in front of a large crowd. She had to keep reminding herself that it was an honor to have this chance, not to mention it would be good for sales too.

      Even so, she’d finally convinced herself that it was okay to approach Frowd before the panel to get some advice. He was a neighbor, after all.

      It was possible to get to the higher floors of Nether Edge from her building; there was a connecting hallway that ran all the way round three of the two buildings, essentially making them part of the same larger complex.

      The penthouse was accessed by a further small flight of stairs. Judging by how creaky and old they were, they constituted part of the original two-hundred-year or more structure. At the top, Cassy found a small unassuming door. It seemed odd that just beyond it there was a globally famous man, albeit one who had shunned the limelight for over forty years.

      The swell of Elgar’s “Nimrod” could be heard from the other side. Cassy let the crescendo build then dissipate before knocking three times. There was a record scratch——an actual ziiiip——as a needle skittered over vinyl. This, Cassy thought, was a bad omen.

      Slow, heavy footsteps came closer to where she was and by the time they had stopped, just on the other side of the small unassuming door, Cassy was having second thoughts. It was too late now though. To run, just as she wanted to desperately do, would mean that she was no better than a kid playing dong-dong-ditch. She braced herself.

      “Who is it?” came a gruff but somehow mellifluous voice.

      Cassy stuttered. “It’s Cassandra Dean. From downstairs. The Spicery. I’m an author.” Just why she had to add that last little detail Cassy had no idea. Now she felt like a complete imbecile. An author? Who was she kidding.

      “Cassy, huh? The witch.” Bolts slid back and chains were uncoupled, then fractionally, the door opened to reveal a sliver of a tall and timeworn man. “You alone?”

      Well, Dot keeps trying to hook me up with what she’d call “suitors,” and I’ve had my fair share of false starts over the years but nothing serious, and presently, yes, I am single but open to suggestions, but that’s not what you meant, was it?

      “I am,” said Cassy.

      “Good. Come in then.” Frowd stepped back from the door but did not open it any further. Tentatively, Cassy pushed forward and saw that Frowd was already almost back to his high-backed armchair, which sat lonely at the far end of the vast space beyond. Despite it being summer, and a warm one at that, coals smoldered in the grate of a large fireplace above that jutted a robust looking brick chimney. The chimney itself was decorated with two crossed swords. Shelves lined the room, each burdened with hundreds of books. The spines created a mosaic of faded and cracked colors. The exposed floorboards did not creak when Cassy walked over them, past the kitchenette on the left and a row of cupboards on the right. There were no internal walls. It was a studio of sorts, though like none that Cassy had seen before, furnished more like a cottage than something you might find in the town center.

      A great big beast of a machine sat opposite the single armchair. Its wood panels were a dark maroon oak and the turntable cradled as its heart spun to a stop.

      “I apologize for interrupting you,” said Cassy.

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.” Cassy squirmed. “I was just wondering about the panel on Sunday.”

      “Need some help, do you?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Have you written a book?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, there you go then. You officially know more than most of the people in this town. And if it’s advice about being part of a panel, with questions and answers, and more questions than answers, then you’ve made a mistake by coming to a well-known hermit, haven’t you?”

      He turned finally to Cassy and looked her up and down as if noticing her for the first time. Then he smiled.

      “You’re a good person, Cassandra. Mrs. Mayweather’s told me all about you. She’s quite enamored, I’d say.”

      “You speak to Mrs. Mayweather?” Not only did Frowd not strike her as the talkative type, but old Mrs. Mayweather did have a one-track mind, and if you didn’t want to know how well the flowers in the courtyard were growing, then it was wise to avoid her.

      “She’s the only person my age in all of Nether Edge,” said Frowd. He went to a wooden cabinet and poured himself a drink. Cass noted that it was in fact a re-fill, the dregs of the previous measure still lining the base of the large glass. He didn’t offer Cassy one, not that she would have accepted.

      “I tend to drink whenever I want,” said Frowd. “The time of day doesn’t concern me much anymore.”

      “Don’t get out much?” That was an understatement. He must get out to the shops on occasion. If even just to buy cleaning products. Although there was a well lived in vibe to the studio, with tattered old books and vinyl, antiques and the accumulated ephemera of a long life, the space was perfectly clean.

      “Not much.” Frowd laughed at her obvious jab at him. He was warming to her. “So what’s your book about, Cassandra Dean? Love? War? Betrayal? All that juicy stuff?”

      “Magic. Mostly. A few recipes for my favorite blends of tea and a few words from my cat.”

      This last part got a reaction. The glass paused on its way to Frowd’s lips.

      “Magic. Tea. And the Wisdom of cats.” He seemed to ponder the notion for a moment then apparently decided it was good enough. “I can’t say it’s something that I would write myself, or even read, but I have to admit that it tickles my fancy. Not that there’s much of it left to tickle.” He downed the glass in one gulp.

      “I thought, seeing as we’re neighbors, and we’ll be working together, in a fashion…”

      “I hope you get to the point sooner in your writing than you do in conversations, Cassandra Dean.”

      She swallowed hard. A drink was starting to sound good. It suddenly hit her, who this was, sat on the high-backed chair scrutinizing her. This was the Maximilian Frowd. A name you always saw on the lists of greatest living authors, a name that jumped out at you when perusing a bookstore or library. A name that you knew, and knew that you should have read, but probably hadn’t.

      “Miss Dean?”

      “I’m sorry. A little overwhelming—meeting you, that is.”

      “I should imagine. I find myself hard to take in sometimes.”

      “Well. I didn’t want to bother you for too long. I know you don’t like to be bothered.” She was on the cusp of babbling and reined herself back in.

      “That’s true.”

      “I just thought that I should get in touch before the panel.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be perfect. Now if you would leave an old man to his Elgar and his Scotch…” He raised his empty glass in salute. His brow furrowed on noticing that it was empty.

      “I’ll be going then,” she said even though he had already turned his attention to getting another drink and had quite forgotten all about his guest.

      As she turned to leave, Cass noticed the other wall where the entrance was. It was adorned with large posters of several old book covers, all Frowd’s. But it was a somewhat smaller black and white photograph that caught her eye. It depicted a young couple smiling for the camera. The man was definitely Frowd and the woman could only be part of a life he’d long moved on from.

      “The young woman, how is she?”

      Cassy turned back to the author. At first, she could only think of the woman in the photo and couldn’t work out why he would be asking her of all people.

      “You mean Bella?”

      “I do.”

      “Eloped. Probably won’t be back, I would imagine.”

      “And the case against her?”

      “There isn’t one.” Thanks to you. If it hadn’t been for your eye-witness account, Bella might not be as free as she is today.

      “Then all’s well,” he said into his drink. “You must be busy, Cassandra Dean. Farewell.”
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      Cassy’s plan was to pick Brian Vidor up from the train station and drive him to his hotel, which wasn’t far from the Spicery.

      It occurred to Cassy it was not her job to ferry the visiting authors to their destinations, and in some way, this had all been a setup. Most likely by Dot if not by some of the people running the weekend festival. It had become something of a habit for Dorothy to foist men on Cassy, arranging dates and convenient encounters. The number of times that they had “just happened” to bump into a prospective suitor defied statistical odds. It was Dot’s version of caring for Cassy, as if the only missing thing in her life was a man.

      “He better match his photo,” said Cassy aloud to no one in particular. She slowed as she neared town then glanced to the book sat face down on the passenger seat. The author’s picture on the back was a classy black and white head shot. Vidor looked a little nerdy, eyes squinting behind thick-rimmed glasses, but he was handsome in his own way. On the flip side, the title Sentient was splashed in bold red capitals and the name Brian Vidor was at least as big. If your name is as big as the title, then you know you’ve made it as a writer.

      “Maybe, maybe…” Cassy mused, pulling into the station parking lot. Brian was already there waiting for her and approached waving. He knocked on the window and made a small circular motion with his hand indicating that she should roll down the window. She lazily pressed the button and the warm air flooded in over the top of the glass.

      “Cassandra?”

      She nodded.

      “Brian.” He opened the door, sat down, then immediately got out again. He retrieved the copy of his novel from the seat, then regarded the back cover. “Not the most flattering picture. Out of date too.”

      It had to be said that Brian was right. The man sitting next to her was thinner, had a better haircut and had lost the glasses. She suspected that the publicity shot had been done before he’d become successful, wealthy and celebrated.

      “No luggage?”

      “I like to travel light.”

      Traveling light was only an option for people who could afford to buy what they needed at their destination, thought Cassy. She didn’t know why she was judging this man already; maybe she was still annoyed she’d been set up.

      On the way back, they made the usual small talk, exchanging stories about their latest publication. Of course, Cassy didn’t mention that her latest was also her only. Eventually, she had to get something off her chest.

      “Why didn’t you get a car to take you to Havenholm?”

      “I don’t drive,” he said, shrugging.

      “I mean like a taxi,” said Cassy. “Did someone named Dorothy suggest that I be your personal chauffeur?”

      Brian shook his head. The deliberate movement waned then became a nod. “Yes,” he admitted. “She said you might suspect something. Is this something she does a lot?”

      He sounded genuinely apologetic and Cassy warmed to him. “I guess so. In fact, yeah. A lot.”

      “I just got out of a relationship and thought it might be fun, you know, while I’m in town—” He stopped suddenly as he caught the sharp stare he was getting. “No, I mean, it’s not like I think you’d be… It wasn’t my intention to imply anything…” He collapsed back into the seat. “Okay, I’ll come clean. Dorothy was it…? She mentioned Frowd and that you lived in the same building, and I guess he’s the whole reason I got into writing.”

      Oddly, Cassy was relieved that it turned out that she was being used to get to Frowd, rather than the other possibility. Then again, now that the truth was out, she wouldn’t have minded a brief dalliance with the NY Times bestselling author.

      “People really love his work, don’t they?”

      Brian became enthused. “Are you kidding? The man’s a genius. Or used to be. He hasn’t released anything in years, nothing decent anyway. As soon as I heard he was going to be the guest of honor I told my agent I had to come here. It’s a small place but it’s all about Max Frowd.”

      “So he inspired you?”

      “For sure, but not the big ones. Not the ones they teach in school, Feather on the Wind and all that. When I was young, I really got into the early stuff, you know. The thrillers he wrote to pay the rent. Dime store stuff. There was a raw honesty to them, an immediacy.”

      Cassy indicated the novel Sentient that Brian still clutched in his hands. “Is that why you write those things?”

      This made Brian laugh. “Not a horror fan, huh? I thought you said you wrote about witchcraft?”

      “Witchcraft is a peaceful and fulfilling practice, I’ll have you know, Mr. Vidor. Not like you horror-heads show it.”

      This too made Cassy’s passenger laugh. “More love potions and song circles than broomsticks and black cats.”

      “Oh, I have a black cat, Herzog.”

      “Good name.”

      “I know. No broomstick though. I have a vacuum cleaner like most people.”

      “I guess for all the cat hair.”

      Now it was Cassy’s turn to laugh. She might be warming to Brian “Name as big as his titles” Vidor. “If only there were spells that required cat hair, I’d have an endless supply.”
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      The first day of the Weekend of Words was a lot busier than expected. The streets were lined with out-of-towners, fresh faces bringing an uncustomary hustle and bustle to Havenholm. The hotels, motels, and bed and breakfasts were fully booked, and several people were still looking for places to stay.

      Business was swift at the Spicery with people looking to find a souvenir of their time in the little secluded paradise that was Havenholm. Dot and Patty were rushed off their feet in a frenzy of activity that didn’t look like it was going to let up anytime soon. Cassy almost felt guilty that she had to leave them to attend a book signing later that afternoon. Almost.

      “Are you girls going to be okay? —I really didn’t think it was going to get like this,” she said with the right amount of contrite apology in her voice.

      “We’re trained professionals, Cass,” said Patty navigating the winding aisles back to the counter where she wrapped up a bouquet of dried herbs in a gauze bag. Dot meanwhile was trying to restock the store shelves, which had barely seen the light of day since they’d opened a few years earlier.

      “Oh no, you go and have fun with all of your fans,” said Dot, sarcasm practically dripping from every word. “Don’t mind us, hon.” She paused while reaching on tip-toes for the uppermost shelf then swiveled, eyes bright. “Did you meet Mr. Ryan? Good-looking, don’t you think? Rich too.”

      Cassy rolled her eyes at both statements.

      “It’s Brian. Brian Vidor, and yes, I did. Thank you very much, and I’m not interested.” She tried to stare Dot down, but the older woman had nothing of it, seemingly immune to her withering looks. “I knew you were behind that.”

      “If you’re not going to try, then someone has too,” said Dot returning to her work.

      “I’m a very busy woman,” protested Cassy. She moved out of the way of the rapidly extending line that had formed in the store. From her new position, she came to face the simple bookcase that proudly bore the fruit of her labor. Not a single copy had been purchased.

      “Why am I even going to this thing,” she moaned. “Who wants a signed copy of a book of recipes most people think is a bunkum?”

      Scandalized by what she was hearing, Patty strode across the store regardless of the customers she was abandoning, several of whom watched in mild disbelief.

      “Cassandra!” she said using her full name, possibly for the first time ever. “I’ve always looked up to you, almost like a big sister…” Cassy had feared that she might have said aunt, or even mother-figure. She’d take big sister. “You’re one of the smartest people I know, and there’s no reason people wouldn’t want your book. You just have to get out there and let them know about it. That’s what this festival’s for, right?”

      “I guess.” Cassy was starting to feel a little more confident now.

      “If I look up to you, others will too. You’re a local girl made good. You have your own store, business is booming. You have international best-selling authors after you.” Patty gave a thumb up to Dot and winked. “And on top of that, you’ve done something many people couldn’t even start: you’ve written a book. And it’s a good one!”

      Cassy beamed. When it was all strung out like that before her, things did sound pretty good. She didn’t know why she’d been so worried.

      “If I’ve achieved half that amount by the time I’m as old as you, I’d be happy,” said Patty. Without a further word she turned, sneakers squeaking on the floor and cute little braids swinging. Like a balloon with a slow puncture, Cassy deflated. It had all been going so well.

      The town hall was the largest single indoor place in all of Havenholm, but at Cassy’s suggestion, the festival had chosen to move the book signing to the park. Not only were there too many recent bad memories associated with the town hall, but it would have been criminal to waste the summer sun.

      As Cassy searched for someone to show her to where the signing actually was, having promptly gotten lost in the crowds on arrival, she was beginning to regret the change of venue as the sun beat down on her. There were stalls of all kinds along the perimeter of the park, selling mostly books as was expected but some had things like costumes of your favorite characters, electronic reading gadgets and novelties like over-sized bookmarks. There was even a place where you could try out and purchase reclining armchairs, which Cassy thought was pushing the remit of a literary festival. Later, there would be readings from the visiting authors and all-day workshops were being run for everyone from kids and up. When she finally arrived at the awning that covered a long table at which were sat a remarkable amount of recognizable faces, Cassy felt as though she was going to melt. Fitting, she thought, for a self-proclaimed witch. One of the festival stewards showed her to her seat which was next to a tall, impeccably dressed man with horn-rimmed glasses. She saw Brian a few chairs down, furiously scribbling his name in a constant stream of his own novels. She waved at him to appear like she belonged there. She was getting serious impostor syndrome. Thankfully, he waved back and smiled.

      “I know him,” she mentioned casually to the well-dressed man to her right. He looked down at her over the ridge of his spectacles.

      “Do you? Don’t we all. He’s pretty well known, don’t you think?”

      “I mean we’ve met, because I’m also an author. I’m not just a little shop, spices and things, er….” She was flustered and acutely aware that she was a little out of her depth.

      “You’re the local author, aren’t you?” He said “local” as if it was a diseased word, trying not to let the syllables touch his lips.

      “Yeah. Witch recipes. That’s me.” Cassy waved her book, one of the several unsold copies from the store she’d brought with her. “And you are?”

      “Chet,” he said dryly. He did not look like a Chet. Chets played sports, or fixed cars in a garage and were covered with grease. They didn’t wear tweed suits and horn-rimmed glasses.

      “Chet Ealing, right?” He looked a lot different from how she’d imagined the controversial author. But then again, didn’t he write about psychopaths that were in plain sight? That was his thing, remembered Cassy. Unlike Brian Vidor, he wasn’t a horror writer, but more of a cultural essayist who happened to have chosen fiction as his medium. Cassy was sat next to the real deal, a proper bad boy of the literary world, the kind who eventually becomes part of the establishment.

      His answer was little more than a dismissive hum, though he did have books to sign, so maybe he wasn’t ignoring Cassy on purpose. Or so she liked to think. As he leaned forward to put pen to one of his overly large books, he revealed next to him a slight figure with a wisp of gray hair curled on top of her head like an ice cream cone. The eccentric-looking woman wore a bright pink dress suit with power shoulders. This was unmistakably Jenny Thatcher, one of Dot’s favorite authors. She was the producer of what had been once described as the bonkbuster, sexy middle-aged fantasies aimed at bored middle American housewives. She’d made an empire from overripe prose and blush-worthy sex scenes. Jenny saw that she was being watched and waved to Cassy.

      “Can you sign my book? I mean your book. The one that I bought?” The wriggly little voice seemed to worm its way into Cassy’s ear and she turned to find its owner. A young man with long dark hair flat against his scalp and a permanent squint was thrusting a book, her book, in Cassy’s direction. “Make it out to Dwayne Bradley,” he insisted, “love Cassandra Dean.”

      My first customer, thought Cassy. She might have preferred to not know that it was this odd, spindly kid with sweat patches under his arms, but at this point she’d take anything. “Certainly,” she beamed, “Dwayne.”

      She’d never signed anything before and found herself looking over to Chet Ealing’s line, which was a lot longer than hers by, well, just about everyone. He was like a machine, scrawling with a flourish then dismissing the book and reader before moving on to the next one.

      Cassy decided to take her time.

      “Are you interested in witchcraft, Dwayne?”

      He looked at her blankly for a second then at the book then back at her once more.

      “Oh, yeah sure,” he said in a monotone, then prompted again, “Love Cassandra Dean.”

      She added the note as requested but found that her hand was trembling. She managed to get the words on the page but even she had to admit they were completely illegible. Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, Cassy took another book from the pile and, successfully this time, signed it. She handed the book back but Dwayne lingered. She looked at him quizzically.

      “Why isn’t Maximilian Frowd here?” he demanded to know.

      “He’ll be here for the panel,” said Cassy keeping up her smile. “He’s just not into meeting the fans.”

      “I’m a fan. I need his signature. I need all the signatures.”

      Cassy nodded slowly. This guy wasn’t getting it.

      “I guess you’re going to have to wait until later. Even then I’m not going to promise anything.”

      Finally, he seemed to relent and accept that he wasn’t going to get his book signed anytime soon. “He understands, man, you know? About how it all really works, deep down. You can tell he’s been there. To the truth, I mean. Not like all this empty trash you get now. Vampires and werewolves and boy wizards. Don’t you wish we could go back to a time when books meant something?”

      “Vampires and werewolves and boy wizards are the oldest stories there are, Bradley. It may seem empty to you, but it’s what speaks to people.”

      This seemed to, not so much satisfy him, but to knock him out of his train of thought. He blinked three times as if run on clockwork then shook his head. Without any further discourse, he went to the back of Chet’s line.

      He was the first of many people who came to her little part of the festival and remained the oddest by far, for which Cassy was grateful. Most of the people who wanted her to sign her book were people she recognized from around Havenholm, which was nice, but she’d had fantasies of being discovered by people from all over.

      “Can you believe it?” said Chet just before noon. He leaned back on his chair and Cassy was worried that he was going to topple back, but he remained perfectly balanced.

      “What’s that?” inquired Cassy.

      Chet pointed to a commotion just beyond the signing tent. Like swirling eddies in a stream, people were being moved aside as a larger force came through.

      “It’s that faerie b—”

      “Language, Mr. Ealing,” said Jenny Thatcher cutting him short. She had also taken a break from her duties to observe the approaching calamity. “I know the content of your books is rather vulgar, but in polite society, we restrain ourselves.”

      Ealing’s glasses almost fell off his nose in shock. This was the woman who had made an industry out of “rolling in the hay,” but Cassy had to concede that her prose, though ripe, was never confrontational.

      “Do you mean Caroline Cuthbert?”

      “Yeah, the faerie b—”

      “Mr. Ealing!”

      Cassy had not forgotten Patty’s request to get her fifth edition Bogsnatchers book signed and had brought the well-thumbed copy with her. The cover depicted a small blue-skinned girl with butterfly wings looking over her shoulder in a state of shock as something big and dark came through the trees. It wasn’t Cassy’s cup of tea, so to say, but she understood the appeal.

      “I’ll be right back,” she informed Chet and Jennifer, not that they were particularly concerned. She made her way through the masses to the epicenter of all the commotion. It seemed counter-productive to come through the middle of the park and attract such attention. There were adequate facilities set up for authors behind the scenes and was easy enough to slip in undetected that way. But of course this was all part of the show, wasn’t it? Myth building not on the page but out in the real world. The cult of the celebrity author.

      She didn’t so much make it to Caroline Cuthbert as the vortex of her arrival passed by her, buffeting Cassy. She found that all she had to do was stay still and inevitably the celebrated author would appear like a tsunami.

      It occurred to Cassy that she would have had a better chance at getting the book signed for Patty had she approached Cuthbert backstage, something that was confirmed when she tried to get close, the book held out expectantly and was rebuffed by a burly looking henchman. Perhaps henchman was too strong a word. He was barely even what you might call a bodyguard, but rather some friend of the author who had put on a suit and dark glasses. It was all for effect, of course.

      There were no photos of Caroline Cuthbert on the book but even so the real deal didn’t equate to what Cassy had in mind. She was tall, elegant even, dressed in black with long, straight black hair and a pair of over-sized glasses that maybe only Jackie-O or Lady Gaga could have pulled off, but Cuthbert did a decent job of it. It was a far cry from the homely, dowdy woman Cassy had pictured. These were fairy tales she was writing, weren’t they, not grand Gothic dramas?
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      Cassy engineered it so that she accidentally on purpose bumped into the author of the Bogsnatcher Chronicles in the backstage tent later that day during a break from signing. Not that there were that many people flocking to get their copies of Spicery! blessed by her Jane Doe. She managed to find the author by the snack table that had been laid out for them in what could have been described as the Green Room. Crudites, finger food and soggy-looking sandwiches. Cassy gnawed on a carrot stick waiting for a moment to introduce herself.

      Cuthbert was talking to a man shorter than her by at least a foot. She looked pale, nervous even. Contrasting with her white skin, the man seemed to flare red and spoke in hisses from between clenched teeth.

      There was no easy way to butt into that kind of conversation, so Cassy decided that she’d just have to go for it. She might not have this kind of access again.

      “Miss Cuthbert,” stammered Cassy, as if she was a fan herself, “could you please sign this book. It’s for a friend.”

      The henchman was nowhere to be seen; instead, the short rotund man with an expensive but ill-fitting toupee barged between the two women.

      “No members of the public allowed back here, please. Miss Cuthbert wants to be left alone.”

      “You don’t understand, I’m Cassandra Dean. I’m here as an author and this really is for a friend of mine.”

      The short man seemed to go through a mental checklist and came up with Cassy’s name. A light came on somewhere inside his head.

      “Ah yes. Witchcraft and such. Non-fiction.” He ran his fingers through his fake hair. “You live here, don’t you?” He nodded pensively.

      “I do, yes.” Cassy handed the book to Caroline, and the man stepped back apologetically.

      “Who shall I make it out to?” said Caroline. She hadn’t taken off her glasses the whole time, and Cassy was having trouble getting a read on her, but her voice was self-assured, if a little snooty. Whatever the two of them had been arguing about earlier had been successfully repressed behind her placid and well-trained smile.

      “Patty Malone. She’s working the event later, I believe.”

      “So why didn’t she just do this herself?” she said, patronizingly. “That’s what the signing booth’s for.” Caroline effortless scribbled her signature on the first page of the book and handed it back.

      “I don’t know. I guess she was intimidated by you?” I can’t think why, you fairy b—

      Cassy’s train of thought was interrupted by the sudden arrival of Chet Ealing and Brian Vidor, followed closely by Jennifer. A fourth author came in shortly after them. Cassy had seen him in the signing booth but as he’d been at the far end from her, she hadn’t had the chance to talk to him yet. He was a twitchy guy in his seventies though he looked good. He was lean and focused despite an apparent inability to remain still. Cassy suspected that he’d had a little pick-me-up even this early in the day. Just what that pick-me-up was Cassy didn’t like to speculate.

      He was Joseph F. Farmer. Cassy didn’t know what the F stood for, but when you see an initial in someone’s name enough times, it just becomes part of the whole. Like George R.R. Martin or William S. Burroughs, letters themselves became complete names.

      Joseph F. Farmer stopped in his tracks, looked around as if checking for—well, Cassy didn’t know what. The police? He had that kind of shifty look about him. Then with surprising speed, he crossed the backstage tent right up to the short man with the wig.

      “Tate Reacher.” It was an accusation as much as an acknowledgment of the smaller man who stood up to the strident Farmer.

      “Joe, I heard you were coming. Couldn’t resist it, could you?”

      “It’s not all about you, Reacher. I’m here for my own reasons.”

      “Come to bury the hatchet?” The twitchy man wheeled away then turned back again. “I love that expression. Iroquois or some such tribe, am I right? Put the not-so-proverbial tomahawk in the ground to symbolize peace. To me, it sounds like delivering the final blow. One more swing before departing forever.”

      “Boys, please.”

      Everyone turned to Jennifer, the Queen of soft erotica. She was wagging her finger like a quietly scolding mother.

      “I swear you’ve have been at it for years. You’re not young men anymore, you know. I thought all this nonsense would be behind you by now. Do you remember that time in Pennsylvania, when was it— ‘84?”

      “‘79” said the man identified as Tate Reacher. Cassy was vaguely aware of the name though she wasn’t really a literary type. The term Svengali kept coming to mind.

      “That’s right,” continued Jennifer. “The three of you were drinking pals back then. We were all getting started at the same time, not that you had much time for me, of course, ‘great American novelists’ that you were.”

      “I made a mistake there, didn’t I?” said Tate. “You’re the most successful author I know. Should have signed you there and then.”

      No one else noticed but Cassy saw Cuthbert flinch, though her expression was mostly hidden behind her enormous glasses.

      “I can’t say I’ve read anything,” she said, archly.

      “That’s kind of you to say. I think,” said Jennifer ignoring the younger woman entirely, though this may have been down to a loss of hearing. She jabbed a finger at Joseph F. Farmer (Cassy couldn’t think of him without the middle initial). “What I’m trying to say is that back then, you were ready to win. And guess what, by any standard, you have. So what if this person slighted that person, or wrote something about the other in some review that no one ever read anyway. It’s all a young man’s game, and I hate to break it to you: You are no longer young men.”

      “Speak for yourself,” blurted Joseph F. Farmer before swiveling on his heels and marching back the way he came but not before swiping a sandwich from the table. There was an uneasy silence broken by a spontaneous bout of laughter from Chet who had been watching the entire exchange from a few steps away.

      “This is great stuff. All good. So glad I came. Don’t you just love old school authors? From a time when that really meant something. You could be a celebrity author and yet produce some of the most profound work ever written, and—this is crucial—you could do it while being an absolute ass.” He clutched his hands together as if praying. “If only we had that standard today.”

      Cassy wasn’t sure who that last remark was intended for, but Caroline Cuthbert made a swift exit shortly after. Tate went to stop her but was shrugged off. He clasped her by the elbow and leaned into her ear and hissed once more. It was his intention that his remark was not heard by the others in the room, but from where Cassy was standing, she could make out a few syllables of the hushed words. Maybe it was her position as a relatively anonymous local author that he didn’t even think to prevent Cassy from hearing. She was nothing to him, she supposed.

      “—find the bloody thing or you’re finished.”

      The glasses came off Caroline’s face and Tate was met with an icy stare. “This is all your fault, Tate. I never even wanted to be here.” With a flourish, she turned and left the marquee.

      “Oh dear. Gone to find a toadstool to cry under, no doubt,” added Ealing as she left the Green Room.

      “You’re wrong, Chet,” said Tate Reacher like he was spitting an errant pipe caught in his teeth. “We do have authors nowadays who are asses.” He then followed Cuthbert back out of the tent.

      “Something I said?”
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      Later that day, there was to be a reading from the guests of honor. Cassy was proud to count herself among them, so when she arrived at the red and white striped marquee that looked like it should contain a high-wire, several tigers and a clown act rather than a few futons and a gaggle of desperate writers, she was bemused to find that she was denied entry.

      Crowded at the back entrance door were Chet, Jennifer, Brian Vidor, and the lingering odor of scotch and cigarette smoke, which Cassy deduced meant that Joseph F. Farmer had been there too until recently.

      On seeing Cassy approach, Joseph pounced from nowhere.

      “Can you believe this? Don’t blame this on me. I’m not taking the bullet for this one. It’s all on her.”

      Before Cassy could formulate a response, he was off again, intimidating the henchman who stood serenely at the entrance. Cassy turned to Jennifer for a more measured update on what was happening.

      “Cassandra, isn’t it? I’m always good with names.”

      “What’s going on? Why can’t we get in?” Cassy looked past the entrance, which was simply a vertical slash in the fabric of the tent, and saw that the place was full of attentive people watching a single figure on stage. A single figure with big glasses.

      “Well, just a few minutes ago, we were informed that we were no longer required for this timeslot. It appears that Caroline Cuthbert would only agree to do a reading from her new book if she was the only author there.”

      “And the organizers just let her?” Cassy was annoyed but not entirely surprised. It had been a coup getting Frowd to participate, but he was technically a local. The real big draw for the younger crowd was the Bogsnatchers. If Caroline wanted to read an extract from her new book, and do it her way, then they had no choice but to give in.

      “It’s all showmanship,” said Brian. “Silverback stuff, if you get my meaning.” The horror writer seemed to be enjoying the whole episode. Cassy suspected that he was secretly glad that he didn’t have to perform.

      “It helps if you have a gorilla-like Reacher on your side. You know, he once told where Truman Capote could insert his latest manuscript. But in more vulgar terms of course. He’ll manage to re-frame any bad publicity that might come from this to his advantage.”

      “She ‘was the popular choice,’” said Brian framing his words with a sweep of his hands like he was typesetting a headline.

      “I don’t know what my publicist is doing right now. I guess she thought coming to a small festival like this was going to be easy, bless the old crone.”

      “So, there are going to be no readings at all?” pondered Cassy. She too was secretly rejoicing that the event had been put off. Just how you read from what amounted to a recipe book and make it interesting was beyond her, and she had no idea why she’d agreed to do it.

      “Can I make a suggestion?” said Brian as he watched Joseph F. Farmer rant and rave in the face of the laudable passive henchman. “Let’s take advantage of this fortuitous turn of events and find the nearest bar. I still consider myself a young writer, and if I want to become a literary legend like Joseph F. Farmer, then I think we should follow in his footsteps.”

      “You want to have a drink?” Cassy looked to the sky and plotted out the sun’s trajectory. “It’s barely two o’clock.”

      Brian looked at Cassy with something approaching admiration.

      “Did you just tell the time by looking at the sun? I’m—” he swallowed hard, “I’m seriously impressed.”

      “It’s a witch thing.”

      Brian smiled. “In that case, I am definitely suggesting that we have a drink together. Dot would be very upset if we didn’t. And we wouldn’t want to do that, would we?”

      Cassy thought about it for all of a second. “I’m okay with that.”

      “So, no drink?”

      It was of course a terrible idea. Maybe that’s why she agreed to it.

      “So, tell me,” said America’s #1 bestselling horror writer (or so his badge proclaimed) as he sipped on a diet coke in a corner booth at Dempsey’s, “How did you become a writer?”

      “I’m not a writer.”

      “But you wrote a book, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, technically I did. But that’s not who I am.”

      “Well, who are you then, Miss Dean? I’d love to know.” Brian dabbed his lower lip with a napkin. He looked scruffy, certainly compared to Chet, but it was all a look. “Here’s what I do know about you. You’re a witch, but not the get-crushed-by-a-flying-house type, curly boots and all that. Wiccan they call it, don’t they? Old druidic stuff. And I think you’re genuine, in so much as you genuinely believe in all of it. And who am I to say if its real or not. You own your own store, which I have not visited but I can only assume sells things like trinkets, am I right? Magical doodads and spells. Crystals? Dreamcatchers? Understand I’m not passing judgment here, but I am right, aren’t I?”

      He was trying to be charming and it was only half working. He had a cheeky child’s grin pushing through his short curly beard and was deliberately trying to get a rise out of her.

      “It’s more of a spice shop. You might say that I deal in esoteric ingredients.”

      This amused him. “I like it! Mandrake, you’ve got to have mandrake.”

      “Of course.”

      “That’s some real witchy stuff.” He almost leaped out of his seat as an idea grabbed him. “Voodoo dolls! Tell me you sell those.”

      “It’s not a magic shop,” said Cassy. Except that it was. All her natural ingredients, if combined in the correct amounts and given the proper treatment, did produce what could be considered magical effects. She wasn’t about to give Brian any more fuel for his playground teasing. “I provide traditional herbal remedies and other traditional medicines and the like. Or just nice things to cook with or make your house smell nice.” And love potions, good luck charms, hair restoration tonics, anti-curse wards, spells to find missing cats, spells to deter cats and more besides…

      Before he could get another word in, Cassy picked up on something that had bothered her since they’d arrived.

      “When you said we’d come for drinks, I thought you meant something stronger than a diet coke.”

      “Which is why you ordered the cocktail.”

      “Which is why I ordered the cocktail. I thought we were being decadent old school authors.”

      “I tried that and it didn’t work out. So I stick to these things now,” he said lifting his glass and swirling the fizzing caramel liquid. “Alcohol didn’t agree with me—or rather it agreed too much! ‘Shall I have another?’ and the bottle of Jack would say, ‘Sure, why not, Mr. Vidor, this one’s on the house.’”

      “How long have you been sober?”

      “A year.”

      “Not bad. Has it affected your writing?”

      He lifted his glass and the swirling sugar-water disappeared down his throat. “If you mean can I now remember having written my books, then yes, it definitely has had an effect.”

      “Maybe you’ll discover that you never wrote them at all.”

      “Oooh spooky. Can I have that as a plot?”

      Cassy contemplated her own drink. It seemed wrong to be drinking with a recovering alcoholic, and only a year sober too. It was also pretty bad that she was drinking in the day, but that was the least of it.

      “Do you know what Mrs. Thatcher meant back there?”

      “How do you mean? What did she say?”

      “When Joseph F. Farmer came in and started causing a scene, she said that there were three friends. I’m assuming one was Joseph F. Farmer, the other was Reacher but the third I have no idea.”

      Brian raised an eyebrow. “You really aren’t an author, are you? A writer perhaps, but not an author.” He ran his finger around the rim of his empty glass. “Reacher was a kind of Svengali figure back in the day, notorious for finding talent and promoting them, making them famous. Two of his big finds were Farmer and Frowd.”

      That made sense to Cassy. It seemed that the humble Havenholm Weekend of Words had gotten a lot of attention from some big names, but if they were all there for her reclusive neighbor, it all started to add up.

      “Chet said that he was inspired by Frowd. It’s the only reason he came here, I think.”

      “Me too man,” said Brian, his eyes brightening. “I told you I loved his stuff as a kid. You know, before he got all pretentious and respected. And popular. But I dug the pulpy paperbacks he produced with titles like Hex and Bride of Dead End Street. What does that even mean? How can a street have a bride? Good stuff, all of it. Gruesome too, if you like that kind of thing.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Aren’t you into all of that occult stuff? I thought that, you know…” He managed a half-hearted shrug, aware that he was floundering.

      This was exactly why Cassy didn’t go out of her way to self-identify as a witch. People always got the wrong impression.

      “We get a bad rap, but it’s just a hangover from less-educated times when people needed scapegoats. I keep the traditions alive but in my own way.”

      Vidor offered to get Cassy another drink but she was already starting to feel its soporific effects and declined. He left Cassy to order another. While he was away, she casually looked through a stack of books he’d placed on the table, all of them well-thumbed, several with colored tags stuck to passages for easy retrieval. All were his own work but one; the last was a copy of Hex by Frowd himself.

      “I see you found his masterwork,” said Brian on his return while Cassy leafed through the pages. It was well-written but lurid stuff, involving satanic rituals. It was odd to think that her neighbor had gone from this to universal acclaim and then to self-imposed obscurity.

      “People really hold him up as this big deal, huh? What happened?”

      “Couldn’t handle it, I guess. The fame, money, the pressure to perform. There could be any number of reasons. Some people, who shall remain nameless—Farmer,” Brian coughed the name into his clenched hand, “suggest that the old man just hasn’t gotten it in him anymore. And who can blame him for that? He produces some of the best novels of the last century, leaves a legacy that will outlast him, or any of us, then is gone. Who could ask for more?”

      “He seems kind of lonely, if you ask me,” said Cassy. “I’m not sure I’d trade one for the other.”

      This produced a satisfied chuckle in Brian. He raised his glass.

      “I’ll drink to that.”
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      Patty was close to ecstatic when Cassy handed her the signed Bogsnatcher novel. The girl alternated between clutching the tome to her chest and re-reading the inscription again and again as if it might change and she didn’t want to miss it.

      She really was getting too old to be referred to as a girl, but Cassy always thought of Patty as a kind of little sister. Naive, excitable and most of all a lot of fun.

      Somehow, she’d managed to get involved in the organization of the festival on a volunteer basis, as were most who were working there over the weekend. Receiving the book, complete with Caroline Cuthbert’s scrawl, had been like a brief island of peace in a maelstrom of chaos.

      “Oh Cassy, it’s all gone hectic,” said Patty leaning into her erstwhile boss. They were secluded in a little corner of an as yet empty makeshift stage erected in the largest marquee. It was to be the site of the author’s panel later that night, and already people were camping outside despite a several hours’ wait.

      “It’s always going to be hectic, Pats,” said Cassy. “You try running a store full-time.”

      “I do, don’t I?”

      There was no possible way Cassy could raise her eyebrow any higher without it looking like she was having a seizure of some kind. “Really? You take people’s money and occasionally restock the shelves. I appreciate what you do for me, but let’s not overstate things.”

      “You’re right. I’m not sure I’m cut out for this. The worst possible thing has happened.”

      What Patty thought was bad didn’t always tally with the actual worse thing possible.

      “What could possibly have gone wrong. Not enough chairs?”

      “If only. I’ve lost the star attraction!” Patty slumped.

      “Frowd will be here. He just doesn’t want to draw too much attention to himself. The crowds are probably putting him off,” said Cassy indicating the zombie-like collection of individuals massing at the entrance. Patty didn’t seem to understand what was being said to her.

      “Frowd? That old guy? Cass, I’m talking about Caroline Cuthbert.” She held the book up as a way of illustration.

      “Don’t worry about her, it’s all part of the act. She’ll show up late and get everyone’s attention. There’ll be sincere apologies and photo opportunities and then she’ll dominate the panel.”

      “You really think so?” implored Patty. “I said I’d be in charge of getting the panel together. My one job, Cassy, and I’ve blown it.”

      “You’ve not blown it. We’ve still got two hours.”

      All of a sudden, Patty tensed and grabbed Cassy by the shoulders. She looked right into Cassy’s eyes.

      “You have to go find her.”

      “Me?”

      “There’s no panel without her.” Patty was seriously underestimating the rest of the guests, each of whom Cassy knew would be far more entertaining.

      “I’m part of the panel, Patty,” said Cassy. “Do you want to be two people down?”

      “To be completely fair, and I mean no disrespect—” Patty started to say but was interrupted by Cassy slapping Bogsnatchers against her lips.

      “Okay, I’ll do it. You go wrangle the rest of them. I’ll track down the faerie woman.”

      The force with which Patty hugged her nearly brought both of them crashing down.

      “Steady!”

      “I owe you big time. Love you so much, Cass.”

      Most of the places people stayed at when visiting this little corner of the world had been booked out months in advance, including the out-of-town lodge and many places in the neighboring Nottingham. Such was the unexpected popularity of the festival. But for someone with as much clout, fame and above all money as Caroline Cuthbert, this had absolutely no impact on her whatsoever.

      Patty had given Cassy the address of a place in the suburbs, one of the larger modern builds that stuck out like a sore thumb among the colonial architecture that was so prevalent in Havenholm, but taken on its own merits, it was decent enough and certainly fit for the Faerie Queen. The house had apparently been rented at a not-insignificant cost, all paid for by the author herself. Presumably, the family who’d rented it to her had taken the opportunity to have a vacation, or maybe even booked a room for themselves. The price they could have charged for the weekend would have been astronomical. Cassy cursed herself for not thinking of it herself. She could have slept in the Spicery while visitors occupied her little apartment.

      The forecast had predicted rain, which would have been a welcome relief from the oppressive heat they’d been getting the last few weeks, but it was holding off for now. Cassy trudged up the short driveway to the front door still perplexed as to why she was on this errand and not Patty. Even Dot could have been entrusted with this kind of job.

      “Hello?” Cassy called through the door, her knocking having been ignored so far. Her calls too went unheeded, so she went around the back. Calls to the number she’d been given for Cuthbert were also fruitless, but as she neared the high fence of the back garden, Cassy though she heard a phone ringing. She dialed once more to make sure it was the number she was calling. She tapped redial then put her ear to the stained wood of the perimeter fence. Once more, a phone rang.

      The problem now was trying to get into the garden, or indeed the house itself, to see why Cuthbert’s phone had been abandoned. And if it hadn’t, why was the author willfully ignoring it? She sized up the fencing and found it far too tall for her to scale. Not that it would have been impossible for her to climb over, but rather she would have attracted too much attention. The sight of a woman too old to be climbing anything other than stairs hoisting her ungainly self into someone’s back yard was sure to draw more than a few unwanted glances. This wasn’t exactly a secluded area.

      There was another way in, but if she were caught, it would have caused far more problems. But with no alternatives in mind, Cassy decided that she had to resort to what she knew best.

      The fence was made of long strips of pine and smelled strongly of that particular scent. If the wood had been too old, her spell might not have worked, but it had clearly been put up relatively recently. Cassy placed her left hand against the wood, her palm splayed open. With the other, she retrieved a stick of chalk from her back pocket. This was in no way an extraordinary thing to have on her person. A good witch is never without three things, the primary of those being chalk. The other two are a closely guarded secret.

      Pinching the chalk between her fingertips, Cassy drew as perfect a circle as was possible on the uneven surface. She then marked out several ornate symbols that looked more like pictographs of animals than any kind of recognizable language. Having completed one at each of the points of the compass, she drew a slow and tightly wound spiral starting at the very center of the magical seal expanding outward until the pictographs themselves were obscured. As soon as this happened, Cassy withdrew the chalk and stepped away to admire her handiwork and to watch the tiny sprouting leaves emerge from the dormant wood.

      Timidly at first, like a reticent kiss on a first date, small budding leaves came forth all along the height of the vertical slats of wood. Then the slats themselves began to warp and reconfigure themselves. Although, this wasn’t so much changing shape as reverting to a previous form. Where once there had stood planed planks of treated pine, there now grew new saplings. The spell wouldn’t last for long; Cassy estimated she had fifteen minutes tops before the weak spell wore off (she never had been very good at these types of nature incantations). Soon, the trees would twist back into their planned shape and the fence would be complete once more. Cassy squeezed through the small gap that had formed, glancing briefly to check that no one had spotted her.
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      The garden beyond was simple, little more than a carefully maintained lawn. There were no flowers or bushes, but a section near the house had been tilled over to accommodate a barbecue. Plastic garden furniture had been stacked up in one corner save for a single chair around which were sprinkled several cigarette butts. This was clearly where Miss Cuthbert had her “alone time.”

      She knocked on the glass of double doors at the back of the house. Curtains had been pulled, so she couldn’t see in. When she received no response, Cassy stepped back, frustrated.

      There was no sign of the phone Cassy had heard, so she decided to call it again. She looked around while the call connected and saw nothing else of interest. When the phone did ring, it was from behind Cassy, toward the house. She saw that a small horizontal window leading to the kitchen had been opened a fraction, and it was from through this small gap that she now heard the shrill ringtone. Taking one of the plastic chairs, Cassy climbed up to the gap.

      “Miss Cuthbert,” she said, aware that she looked sort of odd, balanced on one foot, craning up to the window. “It’s Cassandra Dean. The local author.” Cassy winced at the description. She really wasn’t an author. “We’re just concerned that you might—”

      For the first time, Cassy looked through the window to the kitchen beyond.

      “—not make it to the panel on time.”

      There was no chance of her making it at all. Cassy cupped her hands around her eyes to shield her vision from the sun and came up close to the window. Caroline was there alright, but It became all too obvious why she hadn’t answered Cassy’s calls.

      With a gasp, Cassy staggered back and searched for her phone only to realize that it had been in her hand. Flustered, she dialed Patty to give her the bad news.

      “Hey Boss!” came Patty’s eager voice. “Tell me that you have her and that she’s on her way.”

      “I don’t think Caroline Cuthbert’s going to make it, Patti.”
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      “What happened?” Brian questioned. “Tell me everything.”

      “Do you really need to know? Are you always this morbid?”

      “I’m a horror writer so, yeah. It’s my job.”

      “Alright. I’ll tell you. But I don’t want to see any of this on social media or even gossip around the festival. She deserves a little respect.”

      “A little. I agree.”

      “I don’t think the police want to announce anything until later. They say it’ll cause unnecessary panic. So, under your hat, okay?”

      “My hat, if I had one, is firmly secured to my head.”

      “Also, I think they want to get the festival out of the way before letting the cat out of the bag.”

      “Alright, alright. My lips are sealed. So tell me, did you see her?”

      “Yeah… I was at this house she’d rented. She hadn’t shown up yet, so somehow I was reeled in to go fetch her. I knocked and there was no reply, so I went around back and um… found a gap in the fence. I looked through the kitchen window, and there she was. On the floor.”

      “Just lying there? How did you know she was dead?”

      “No. She wasn’t lying down. She was sitting up, I guess. I mean, she was propped up against the refrigerator. Sort of slumped forward.”

      “Propped up? What did you do?”

      “I tried to get in. I thought I might be able to smash the window or something but apart from some plastic chairs, and a barbecue that was cemented into the ground, there wasn’t anything heavy I could use.”

      “Did you get in though?”

      “No. I just had to call James—I mean, Deputy Jones.”

      “James, huh?”

      “Shush. Do you want to know what happened or not?”

      “I do, I do. Carry on. Don’t mind me.”

      “So, I wait around for them to show up and I can’t tear myself away from the window—you know, looking right at her. It’s then that I see something. By contrast, it was dark inside so I hadn’t spotted it before, but clouds started to come over and it balanced out the light.”

      “So what did you see?”

      “There was something written above her head.”

      “Wait, —do you mean on the fridge?”

      “Yeah. Not in fridge magnets either. In blood.”

      “Okay. In-ter-est-ing. So…?”

      “Well, Deputy Jones gets there real quick, and we both went inside the house.”

      “Forget about that! What did it say?”

      “I’m getting to that. Let me tell the story.”

      “I can tell you do non-fiction.”

      “Again, shush. So, where was I?”

      “James took you in to get a look at the murder scene.”

      “He did. He smashed the back door glass with his gun, reached in and opened up. We went to the kitchen to see if she could be saved, but I knew it was already too late. Weirdly, the kitchen floor was covered in water, like about an inch. It was all mixed in with blood. I stayed out but James went in to check on her.”

      “Why all the water? Had a tap been left running or something?”

      “No, it was from the freezer. The lower half of the refrigerator was a freezer cabinet and the ice had melted, but get this—it had melted and poured out through a pipe that had been stuck through Caroline’s neck and right into the freezer. It must have hit something inside because it had completely defrosted. Are you okay? You look pale.”

      “I’m good. Just tell me what was written above her.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Cassy, I’m fine, but tell me: above her head, written on the fridge, was it ‘Creatures such as we…’?”

      “How—how did you know that?”

      “In her own blood?”

      “Apparently. But Brian, you have to tell me how you knew?”

      “I think I may have to start drinking again. The pipe, the fridge…oh man, the words. You know what this is, right? Do you recognize it?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “It’s from a book. Not just any book; this is straight out of Rise, Devil by one Maximilian Frowd.”

      “You serious?”

      “Believe me, I know my 70s pulp horror books, especially his. Not one of his best but you have to agree you don’t forget a scene like that.”

      “You have to be joking.”

      “I’ve got the book right here! I was going to get him to sign it. Damn, I should have done it before he started killing people. I won’t get the chance now. Not that he would have done it anyway. He kind of disavowed his early hack career.”

      “Will you please not joke about this. A woman died. Horribly.”

      “Sorry. You’re right, it just sounds so perfect, and I don’t mean that in a good way. I mean, it’s all far too elaborate to make sense. Why go to such trouble?”

      “You don’t think it was Frowd, do you?”

      “No I don’t. I really was joking. Damn, now I really do need a drink.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The festival continued as scheduled with one noticeable absence. The public was told that Caroline Cuthbert would be unable to attend the panel later that night, which had now been rescheduled. All but a few people were informed of the truth and those who had been briefed were asked to keep quiet until progress had been made in what was clearly an ongoing murder case.

      Of the authors due to speak at the panel, Cassy and Brian Vidor were the only ones with any knowledge of the truth. He’d been the first person she’d seen on her return to the festival grounds. She’d told Patty that Caroline hadn’t answered her repeated knocking and had probably decided that the country air was not for her. It wasn’t like the festival was going to impact her already best-selling book series. The implication that Caroline was behaving in her own selfish interests was perhaps unfair considering her true fate, but it sounded a lot more believable because of it.
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      A crime unit had set up operations in the rented house, but no outward sign of an investigation had been marked out. The Sheriff’s patrol cars had been moved away, and no police tape had been used. It was proving to be a more efficient way of keeping the public at bay than signaling that something bad had happened in the house. Everything looked normal for now.

      Cassy had left the house and was told by Deputy Jones to behave as usual, to attend the panel and not to mention the murder to anyone. She agreed that this was the best course of action, though inevitably, the news would get out. For now, it was in the interests of the investigation for the law to control the release of information. She thought it an odd oversight on her behalf that she’d almost immediately spilled the beans to Brian Vidor, but she felt comfortable around him. Her confession had proven useful too. His revelation about the origin, or at least blueprint, of the gruesome murder had got her thinking.

      Still feeling a bit shaky, her hands trembled if she was still for too long—Cassy waited in the Green Room at the festival replaying her discovery over and over again in her head. Brian had been there to comfort her but had left due to a prior engagement. So it was Jennifer Thatcher, looking like one of her own heroines, though thirty or forty years senior, dressed in a floor-length flowery blue skirt, who now took her hand.

      “I do believe that you have a severe case of the nerves,” she diagnosed having looked Cassy up and down. “Not used to public engagements?”

      “Not really, no,” Cassy bluffed. It was true, but not the reason for her adrenaline-fueled tremors.

      “I remember my first time out on a publicity tour. Terrified I was. My first novel had been an unexpected hit—”

      “A Woman of Substance.”

      “You’ve read it!”

      “No,” Cassy had to confess, “but my friend Dot is a fan. Big romance reader.”

      “Romance, of course that’s what they call it. I always considered myself a historical writer. But of course, all anyone was focused on were the love scenes. As if people from history didn’t get up to that kind of thing.”

      Thatcher’s reputation and continued output, which could only be classified as racy, made her appear a little disingenuous. Cassy let it slide, however. The old girl clearly knew her readership and played to her strengths. Let her indulge her fantasy that she was in any way a serious author.

      “What’s the plan for this kind of thing. Just a free for all?”

      “There’ll be a moderator who will parcel out the questions to each of us. People tend to keep it light, humorous, anecdotal. Don’t feel obliged to give a straight answer; this isn’t an interview. The audience just wants to get a sense of your personality.”

      “I’m in trouble then.”

      “See what I mean? Keep it humorous. You’ll do fine.”

      They came to a natural break in the conversation and Cassy withdrew her hand from the older woman’s gentle grip. She was about to make her excuses when Jennifer started up again.

      “Old Reacher’s in a bit of a twist. Have you seen him? Pacing up and down like a boy on the front lines.”

      “I guess he’s just worried about Caroline. She pulled out of the panel.” Cassy had to swallow hard to force the lie.

      “He’s no stranger to setbacks. No, he’s an old pro. There’s something else going on that’s bothering him.”

      “I’m sure we’ll find out sooner or later.”

      “I’m not bothered really. I have no time for the man myself. Came on a bit too strong when I was just starting out. Confused me for an impressionable young woman, which of course I was, but I knew about men like him.”

      As if suddenly released from bonds, Cassy felt at ease. It was always easier for her to focus on something new to overcome what was troubling her. “Men like him?”

      “The kind who don’t take no for an answer,” said Jennifer. “I don’t want you to think that he did anything untoward, to me or to anyone. It’s just that like all good agents, when he sees something he wants, he doesn’t let go. I heard he was almost single-handedly responsible for all that Bognoodle-whatsits.”

      “Bogsnatchers.” Cassy had to suppress a laugh.

      “Apparently, he constructed Caroline Cuthbert; it’s not even her real name. Kind of a surrogate author, if you will.”

      “She wasn’t even the writer?” Cassy was aware that she’d used the past tense but hoped that it would go unremarked upon.

      “Oh, she wrote them I’m sure of that. Plucked from obscurity and transformed into a brand. Quite frankly, it could have been anyone. I heard he had the titles all ready, even the covers. He tried it on with me years ago, but I wouldn’t let him.”

      It wasn’t unusual for writers to take up pen names, and Cuthbert surely wasn’t the only populist author to be considered a brand. In many ways, it was just good business sense. Cassy thought she might like to be swept up in such an enterprise. If only there’d been a readership for archaic spells and anecdotes from being a witch in a small New England town. Thatcher’s stance on the subject of Cuthbert’s authenticity seemed very old-fashioned, and Cassy considered that there might be a deeper resentment at play.

      “People love her though, don’t they? Whatever the origin of the books, I think they really captured the popular imagination.” It was a strange sort of disconnect having to defend a woman she had no connection to and whom she knew had been killed just a few hours earlier.

      “I guess that’s all that matters in the end, isn’t it? The end product,” said Jennifer with some finality. “We’d better get ready. I just saw the moderator going on stage. Did you get a chance to meet her?”

      “Not yet, no. Who is it?”

      “Some young little thing called Patricia. Completely out of her depth but charming.”

      Cassy felt nervous once more but not because of any secrets she had to withhold but due to the dawning realization that she had in fact already met the moderator for tonight’s panel.

      “Patty? Are you serious?”

      “Pretty girl with a red streak in her hair.”

      “Well that’s new.” Cassy was already thinking of ways she might be able to pull out of the panel but found none.

      “Do you know her? Local girl, I assume.”

      “Yes, she’s from around here,” said Cassy. “She’s going to be so disappointed when Caroline doesn’t show up.” And even more so when she finds out the reason.

      “Oh, don’t tell me we have a Cuthbert fan as moderator.”

      Cassy stood and brushed herself down, readying herself to go on stage. She glanced at her phone; the panel wasn’t due to start for another fifteen minutes. “To be honest, I think the Bogsnatcher books are the only ones she’s ever read. I doubt she’s even picked mine up, and I’m her boss.”

      She strode towards the stage entrance leaving Jennifer Thatcher in something of a daze.
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      Patty was waiting there, already in her chair at the end of the long table. Present too was an ever-increasing crowd of people funneling in from the dwindling daylight just beyond the marquee walls and into the fluorescent hum within.

      The chairs laid out in rows like soldiers at a parade were not yet all full, but they soon would be, and that would mean that there was officially a lot of people there. For the first time, Cassy felt concerned that she might not be able to go through with the panel. It wasn’t just the death of Caroline Cuthbert, for whom many of the audience was here. She had an unshakable feeling that she would just blabber incoherently if asked a question. Certainly, in contrast to the other writers who she’d be sitting alongside, Cassy was not a master wordsmith.

      Then Patty waved at her and everything was alright. The girl’s joyful and enthusiastic smile filled Cassy with relief. Of course she could do this. It wasn’t as if Patty was going to ask any really probing questions or toss any curve balls her way. The more she thought about it, the better the idea of getting Patty to moderate seemed like a good idea.

      “The cattle’s here for the slaughter then, are they?”

      Cassy turned to see who had spoken but already knew that it was Chet. He had a nihilistic streak wide enough for four lanes of traffic.

      “Just who do you mean? Them?” said Cassy indicating the audience, “Or us?”

      The company of writers—romance, horror, post-modernist, non-fiction witchcraft, and gonzo semi-autobiography-half-truth—were all accounted for. All that remained on the docket of genres was prestige literary fiction (though a couple of the others would claim that title too if they had their way).

      “He is coming, isn’t he?” said Brian who had pushed to the front of the group to be next to Cassy as they both watched Patty welcome the audience. There was an audible collective groan from the audience, presumably as she had to address Cuthbert’s absence.

      “Do you mean Frowd?”

      “Of course he means Frowd. He’s the only reason anyone’s here, isn’t he?” said Chet.

      “It may be the only reason you’re here, Chet, but I think you underestimate the lure of Miss Cuthbert.”

      “Oh God help us,” moaned Chet.

      Then without warning, it was time to go onstage. As Patty beckoned her forward, Cassy came in from the wings to a cheer that boosted her confidence somewhat. She recognized so many faces that it felt like she was among friends, which of course she was. Up front were the Oranges (Mr. & Mrs.) who owned the cafe opposite the Spicery. She waved to them as she took her seat.

      “You didn’t tell me you were doing this,” said Cassy to Patty slyly.

      Patty covered her mic and leaned over to Cassy. “Sure I did. Didn’t I? I’m sure I did.”

      One by one the authors took their seats, each to rapturous applause. First Cassy, then Chet followed by Jennifer. Then came Farmer, as shaky as ever and finally Brian who waved to Cassy from the far end. It was as if Havenholm had been starved of culture. Cassy held that thought for a while; there was some truth in it.

      The audience rose to their feet, and the applause swelled. Cassy looked to see who was the recipient of such an ovation, and inevitably she saw Maximilian Frowd come on stage, predictably late. He hung his head low and made an odd gesture like a half-hearted wave. Chet Easton too was standing, smacking his hands together, basking in the reflected glory of his hero.

      “Glad you could make it,” said Patty as the applause died down. This received a welcome smattering of laughter.

      “Unlike some people,” said Frowd, which also garnered a chuckle though a little more reserved. Cassy had no intention of laughing. It was hard enough not to burst into tears. She hadn’t even known Caroline Cuthbert and hadn’t taken away a particularly good first impression. She decided that it was everything that was going on as well, the cumulative effect of things and then she had a very odd thought. More than anything right then she wished—no, wanted—to have Brian sitting next to her. If what little interaction they had earlier could have been considered a date, then it had worked. She was interested.

      “Hey, at least she made an effort to come here, Max.” It was Joseph F. Farmer, slurring his words. “All you did was stay at home and have festival come to you. So, what have you been doing for the last—oh, what—thirty years?”

      More laughs. Keep it humorous Jennifer had said, but Cassy already detected a note of sourness.

      “More than you, Joe, and I haven’t even published anything.”

      “Still dining off your old books?” Farmer removed something from his jacket’s inside pocket and took a swig. Then as quickly as it had appeared, the item was tucked away again.

      “And you’re still dining on liquor.”

      “Three times daily,” said Farmer. “The good doctor recommends it.”

      Sensing that the conversation was going off the rails before it had even started, Brian, who was sandwiched between the two men, decided to interject.

      “This is literally like a dream come true for me,” he said. “I mean, I think I had this exact dream once back when I was drunk and had eaten some bad fish on a flight one time. I’m sure you’ve all had the same one; you’re sitting between your two heroes, icons of American literature, and they’re bickering in the pettiest way, and it’s kinda glorious, you guys.”

      Brian had a winning way with the audience, and the mood instantly changed to something more amicable, giving Patty the chance to start with her questions.

      To Cassy’s surprise, though she wouldn’t admit it her reticence, Patty was a good host for the evening. Her questions weren’t entirely vacuous, and Cassy had feared but never strayed into anything too confrontational. They were vague enough that she wouldn’t expose herself as never having read any of the panel’s book (including the book named after the shop where she worked).

      There were a few more jousting jibes from both Frowd and Farmer, all of which were either intercepted by Brian, who was loving his position as an intermediary between them, or were flat out counteracted by Thatcher wheeling out a long-winded anecdote about the two of them in better times when they used to be friends.

      Sooner than anticipated, the Q&A section of the night came round, though much to Cassy’s shock, it was Brian who had the first question.

      “If I may just ask something to Mr. Frowd here,” he said turning completely to the older man. “I’m a big fan of your work. It’s one of the reasons that I got into writing, you see. When I was a kid, I lived in a town, not unlike this place, and I didn’t have access to many books, though there was a small library and it was one of your books, Devil, Rise, that made me a life-long reader.

      “Not one of my best, and certainly not one I’d recommend to kids.”

      “No, but it did put me on the path of coming up with inventive ways of killing people,” said Brian. He was joking around, or so it would have seemed to anyone but Cassy. To her, however, it was highly inappropriate.

      “Max always did delight in novel ways of killing things, like his career,” said Farmer. “Why did you leave the bright lights of literary stardom, Max ol’ buddy, ol’ pal of mine?”

      “The same reason you won’t ever quit it, Farmer: it’s addictive.”

      With the author of One for the Road suitably chastised, the questions were opened to the floor. Even though the audience‘s questions had been vetted beforehand, most of them were standard stuff, like “Where do you get your inspiration?” or “How do you write female characters so well?” (that one surprisingly was for Farmer). Perhaps it was because they were all so preplanned that they lacked a certain ability to get decent replies from the panel. Cassy tried her best to add some quirky talk about magic as if it was real (which of course it is, but not everyone was open to such a concept). Again, much to Cassy’s surprise and respect, it was Farmer who took her up on it and preceded to expand on what she had said. There was enough of the old hippy left in him that he had an open mind to these things.

      The final question must have slipped through the no doubt rigorous selection process. From the very back of the space, pushing past those attendees who hadn’t found a chair and had been forced to stand, there came a curious dark figure all hunched over, long hair in his eyes. Cassy recognized him but couldn’t remember from where. It was only when the man reached the microphone in front of the stage that a name came to her. Dwayne.

      It was the slightly odd signature hunter from earlier.

      “Hi,” he said leaning far too close to the mic.

      “Hey buddy, who are you and where do I get a jacket like that?” said Chet leaning forward as if examining a curious animal in a pet store. “Did you have to go back to the early eighties to get it? With a time machine?”

      Endearingly, Dwayne answered, unaware that he was being mocked. “Dwayne Bradley. I got the jacket at a thrift store. My question is for the entire panel.”

      “Go ahead, Dwayne,” said Patty. “You can step back from the microphone too.”

      He cleared his throat. “Now that Caroline Cuthbert is dead, is there any reason to even be at this festival anymore? I mean, who the hell are the rest of you anyway? Some witch, a couple of old guys whose books no one reads. I like Brian, but I don’t even know that old lady’s name.”
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      It took a moment filled with silent confusion for the room to process what had been said. Then as if controlled by a single thought, everyone in the room checked their news notifications on their phones. The room filled with hundreds of glowing screens each illuminating a firstly curious, then shocked face.

      There was, of course, chaos. Even if just for a while.

      News such as the death of one of the most popular writers in the world was always going to make the headlines. Cassy was glad, in a way, that the story had been leaked, because the truth was wearing a hole inside her. Now that it was out, she could focus on the important things, such as who had committed the awful crime.

      It is often said, and often true, that the most likely suspects in any murder are a close family. But here in Havenholm, miles from anywhere, there were no relatives to Caroline Cuthbert, and so the motivations became somewhat more sinister. Jealousy, professional or otherwise, seemed plausible, and there was no doubt that there was more than a little antagonism towards the author.

      There was one very large and unavoidable signpost planted right in the middle of this whole affair, and it was the nature of the victim’s demise. This sign may very well be a misdirection sending any attempt to get to the bottom of the crime straight off the nearest cliff into a sea of endless possibility. It was so glaringly huge that Cassy was almost tempted to ignore any ties with the work of Frowd. It was so purposeful and deliberate as to be nothing other than just a layer obscuring the truth. She would never withhold evidence from the police who were already working overtime on the case, but in this instance, she considered keeping it back, if just for a little bit. If Brian, who had noticed the connection almost immediately, wanted to volunteer his observations, then she’d have no problem. But from her perspective, the investigation would need to focus on the concrete facts of the situation first. Let the waters become muddier in due time.

      The very first thing Cassy did after the author’s panel was disbanded following the news, was head for a bookstore. There was nothing stopping her pursuing crazy theories at all. There were, of course, dozens of places she could have bought any kind of book now that the festival was here. There were countless pop-up stores selling everything from ancient tomes to the very latest pre-release novels. If you wanted, you could even buy business cards with promotional codes on them to get a book online, which Cassy thought was an odd way to make a simple purchase more complicated.

      What she was looking for, however, wouldn’t be found in most places; she doubted even Frowd owned a complete set of his works.

      Tucked away in a little corner at the very heart of Havenholm, nestled between the Old Quarter and the newer developments, was a shop by the name of Hutton’s Books. Hutton’s Books had been there as long as Cassy could remember and possibly a lot longer before. It had always seemed to be an anomaly, even in a place as old-fashioned in many ways as Havenholm. It survived as a bookstore in a world where everything was digital and instantaneous because it had things that were impossible to get anywhere else. It didn’t matter that the proprietor, one Archibald Swaile, was the grumpiest, most unapologetically misanthropic person Cassy had even encountered. It was perhaps because of those qualities that he had been so successful. With that kind of attitude, you just knew he had to have the goods to back up his business. And so it was that Havenholm had been a kind of place of pilgrimage for the avid book collector, a stop along the holy trail of many such places across the country for those with an acute case of bibliophilia. It was rumored that the Calvarez collection had passed through Swaile’s hands, but that was just a rumor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The shop front itself was easy to pass by if you weren’t expressly looking for it. Not that it was anonymous, with its plush green and gold frontage, although it did its best to hide away between the larger buildings on either side. It was more that there were so many other distractions elsewhere that it was all too easy to simply walk past. The festival had brought a lot of people into town and it was uncommonly busy, even for this time of year when tourist trade was high. Even so, the masses seemed to ignore it, or not even register it was there, as if it had been deliberately obscured from them, which in many ways it had. There was no way of knowing that this little place was a bookstore unless you ventured inside, but once you had crossed the threshold, it was like entering a whole new world.

      Cassy had only been there one time before, and the dry musty smell brought her immediately back to that time in her childhood when she’d gone in only to get out of the rain and had encountered a dazzling, if somewhat dark and confined, world of delights. Archibald Swaile had lost none of his abrasive demeanor from all those years ago, and as far as Cassy could tell, he hadn’t aged a single day either. He was still a gray-haired old man with a craggy face like a well-weathered mountain top. His wiry frames sat on his nose cradling thick lenses that made his eyes appear large, almost cartoonish.

      “What do you want?”

      Not “How may I help you?” or even a good morning. Cassy wouldn’t have had it any other way.

      “Books,” said Cassy. “Do you have any?” There wasn’t an inch of wall that wasn’t covered with the yellowing pages of some obscure text, or leather-bound classic. Even the floor was a maze of stacked books that had to be navigated carefully lest you cause an avalanche of words. That would be quite a way to go, thought Cassy, buried under a forest’s worth of pages. Her sarcasm did not go unremarked upon.

      “I hope you amuse yourself, young lady,” said the small man who barely came up to Cassy’s shoulders.

      “I’m sorry—I couldn’t help myself,” she said apologetically. “I’m actually here for a very specific book. In fact, several books.”

      “If you want the latest Dan Brown, you’ve come to the wrong place. Try the big store on Main Street. They’ll have what you need.” He returned to a kind of booth hidden among the books. It was like a fortress within the confines of the shop. A small TV was propped up on a stack of aging magazines. Racehorses ran, muted, in its flickering light.

      “I want Frowd,” said Cassy, deciding to get to the point at last.

      “Well, I hear he’s emerged from his self-imposed exile to grace us with his beatific presence. If you want Frowd, you should line up and get him to sign one of his over-rated books.”

      Just delightfully grumpy. Cassy could see the attraction.

      “It’s his more underrated works that I need. If you have them, I want all of his early work.” Cassy wracked her brain for the titles. “Hex, and Devil, Rise and all the others.”

      The little man had become engrossed in the race but tore himself away from the screen. He balled a betting slip in his palm and tossed it to the floor. He looked at Cassy askew as if seeing her in a new light.

      “They’re widely available, you know. You could order them online. You could have them in a few days. Bright, shiny and new. And you won’t have to put up with the likes of me.”

      “I need them now though.”

      “Need them?” He hopped off his perch and reentered the shop proper. “Autograph hunter? In town to track your hero down?”

      Cassy balked at the implication. She was not the fame-seeking type in either her own life or vicariously through others. There was power in the written name and she was reticent to take that from people.

      “So you have them then?”

      “I might have a copy or two lying around. Don’t know what shape they’re in.”

      “As long as I can read them, I don’t mind,” said Cassy becoming impatient now. “If you can just point me in the right direction, I’m happy to find them myself.”

      For some reason, this provoked a kind of halting laugh. “You know what the Dewey decimal system is?”

      Cassy replied in the positive.

      “Well, I don’t, so you’d better follow me.”

      The bookshop was a lot larger than Cassy had initially thought, and a couple of times as Archibald led her through the winding maze of moldering paper, she lost sight of him only for him to poke his head out from a tower of thick tomes and implore her to keep up. Soon, they reached some lost and dusty corner, an ancient part of Archibald Swaine’s domain that had at one time been ordered and proper. There were signs that some kind of system had at some time in the past been in place. Shelves were visible, and they carried neatly aligned books in some kind of order. As the shop spread out from there, clutter invaded and before long it had succumbed to the kind of chaos only the diminutive man had a chance of understanding. He rifled through a few books, his fingers skimming the outward turned spines as if reading braille. His hand halted suddenly; swiftly, he plucked three titles from the shelf and handed them to Cassy.

      She looked at the dog-eared pulp novels with cheap yet lurid covers. Under the bold depictions of a distressed woman running from indescribable (and apparently un-drawable) things, there was printed in very small letters the name Max Frowd.

      “Hex, Devil, Rise and the best of his early work, in my opinion, Under a Steel Sky.”

      She turned them over and over. They were all things considered unremarkable objects, with covers like so many others from that era. To think that one of the country’s most revered authors had produced them didn’t seem to fit.

      “Why do you want them?” asked Archibald. He seemed genuinely interested, his demeanor having warmed to Cassy.

      “I think there are answers inside,” she said. He liked the answer and smiled.

      “Then they’re yours.”

      “I’ll pay for them,” said Cassy reaching for her purse only to have Archibald’s hand stay her own.

      “They need a new home and I think they’ve found it.”
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      The Havenholm Weekend of Words soldiered on despite the high-profile setback. It wouldn’t be long until national press arrived on the scene; as the word spread, international news crews would show up. One of the ideas behind the festival was to raise Havenholm’s profile. In some twisted way, it had succeeded.

      Over tea with Dot, the ever faithful but more than a little absent-minded (some would say out to lunch, but they would be considered rude) and very close friend of hers, Cassy reviewed her latest acquisitions.

      “Oh, I don’t like this,” said Dot around a mouthful of cake. She held the treat in one hand and skillfully both held a book and turned the pages with the other. “It’s all a little gruesome for me. Murders and cults and all kinds of dreadful things. Who in their right mind would want to read this let alone write it? And to think that lovely old man did this. I thought he was meant to be, you know, respected.”

      Cassy topped up her cup from the teapot and placed it carefully back on the hotplate that sat on the counter at the Spicery. It was an essential indulgence considering just how much of the drink they got through in a single day.

      Patty hadn’t come into work that day at Cassy’s insistence. The poor young girl had been shook up by the news of her favorite author’s untimely demise. It was rendered all the more personal when Cassy informed her that she was now in possession of the very final book that Caroline Cuthbert had ever signed.

      “It’s not so bad,” said Cassy. She was leafing through Devil, Rise! and had found the passage that mirrored the author of the Bogsnatchers series’ demise. “It’s well-written, you have to give it that.” If a little over the top. The scene depicted in unnecessary but compelling detail the final moments of a housewife sometime in 1950s New York. Brian Vidor had been right to call out the parallels. It was certainly more than coincidence. It was as if whoever had killed Caroline had taken this book as a blueprint.

      “Just listen to this,” squirmed Dot holding her book away from her body like a soiled diaper. “She tore open his shirt then introduced the blade to his skin. The metal was quick, flashed in the moonlight, and wedged between his ribs where it turned and… Oh gosh, it’s just too much.” The book fell to the polished wood surface with a slap. Cassy slid the paperback back to Dot who reluctantly picked it up again.

      “Just what are we looking for?”

      “Clues,” said Cassy. “There are answers in here somewhere. There’s something about the books that the killer finds—” Cassy struggled for the right word, “essential. Inspirational even.”

      “You’d have to be pretty messed up to read these in the first place. And to think that they were published sixty years ago.”

      “People have always loved reading about murder and mayhem, Dot. If it’s on the page, then somehow it’s not part of their own existence. It’s a way of controlling the bad things. It’s a kind of magic in a way. A way to ward off evil.” Except that wasn’t true for at least one person. Somebody had connected to the work of Frowd and had made it part of who they were. She’d have to take the books to their author for further insight. Though the recent upset had no doubt made him retreat even further into solitude.

      The bell above the shop door rang but didn’t get Cassy’s attention. It was only when the latest customer coughed loudly that she looked up from the book.

      “Chet!” It was the very last person that she’d expected to see.

      “Miss Dean,” said the writer. As always he was immaculately dressed though the air of removed superciliousness (a word she’d just read in one of Frowd’s books and had had to look up) was gone. He looked tired and a little worn out. “I’ve just come from a long and very intense interrogation from our good friend the Sheriff and his lackeys. All very small town; out of their depth. Quaint were it not for the pall of death surrounding it.”

      “Not the happy sort, are you?” Dot pointed out. “Maybe you’d like this then.” Dot waved the yellowing paperback in front of him.

      Chet snatched it away from and pored over it, eyes alive once more. “Oh my. Where did you get this? Beautiful.”

      “They have these things called bookstores,” said Cassy.

      “Sarcasm will get you everywhere,” said Chet as if reciting a well-rehearsed line. “The horror boy,” he said referring to Brian Vidor, “has one just like this. Seems to think it’s important to the case somehow. He’s gone all amateur sleuth if you can believe it. The poor fellow thinks we have a serial killer on the loose copying the murders from old Frowd books.”

      “He’s right,” said Cassy. She pointed to a passage in the book she was holding. “It’s here word for word just like I saw it.” Chet read the description then stood back satisfied.

      “Corny,” was his one-word appraisal.

      “Not a fan?” said Dot “I don’t think they’re all that either.”

      “No, no—the books are beyond reproach. They show a skill with the language that would only grow in his later work. No, it’s not that I’m talking about. What I mean is copying the deaths from a work of fiction? I mean, come on—that’s so overplayed. Ever heard of Theatre of Blood, that old Vincent Price movie? Good old-fashioned pillar-box red blood and scenes culled from the bard himself, who was no stranger to the gorier and visually evocative murder scene. Whoever is doing this has very little imagination. It’s almost as if they’ve had to resort to a text to fill in the blanks of their own psychopathic incompetence.”

      “You almost sound like you think that the bigger crime is not coming up with anything original,” said Cassy.

      “Not just that. This is plagiarism taken a step too far if you ask me,” said Chet with a flourish of his hand. “I would say throw the book at him, but he’d only pilfer it for ideas.”

      He was particularly pleased with his little joke and became consumed with a smug smile. Finally, he was back to his usual self and coinciding with that, Cassy remembered that he’d always made her feel uncomfortable.

      “Why did you say serial killer?” said Dot. “Don’t you have to kill more than one person for that?”

      Cassy looked to Dot who echoed her curiosity, then to Chet. Before he’d even had time to respond, Cassy knew what he was going to say.

      “There’s been another, hasn’t there?” Cassy whipped round the counter with such speed that Chet had to back off a couple of steps.

      “No one’s told you?” The question didn’t need to be answered, so Chet continued. “Some poor guy. Part of Cuthbert’s entourage. Grisly. Cops are there now. I thought you already knew.”

      Cassy took the book back from Chet. If her instincts were right, she was going to have to read through these again; she just hoped Frowd’s devious mind hadn’t come up with anything too bad this time round.
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      This time around there was no attempt made at withholding any information from the public. Long before she even got there, Cassy had perused the social media feeds that overflowed with gossip, conjecture, wild speculation and the occasional nugget of truth.

      “What are they saying?” said Dot, peeking over Cassy’s shoulder at the screen in her hands.

      “Keep your eye on the road, would you,” said Cassy, incredulous. Dot was bad enough driver as it was, without being distracted by shiny things. Cassy pocketed her phone; she would have to make her own impressions once she got to the scene of the crime.

      It wasn’t long before they had to abandon the car as the festival crowds filled the street. There was a new spectacle in town and a few writing workshops, and a lecture from a non-fiction editor didn’t have the same pull as an ongoing murder investigation.

      “I’ll find somewhere to ditch the car,” said Dot straight-faced. “You get out here.”

      Cassy agreed. She got out of the car and watched as it drove erratically away. Once it was safely away from the crowd, Cassy turned and pushed her way through. A perimeter had been set up at the end of Baker Street. At the very edge, with a crowd extending all the way from sidewalk to sidewalk, Cassy could see Sheriff Noyce and his deputies, including James. They were too far for her to call out. Besides, the din of the crowd, a hushed chatter that rose to thunder, would have masked anything she’d said. But these were out-of-towners and didn’t know the streets as well as she did. They’d congregated at the point where there was a clear line of sight of the crime scene. Cassy knew that if she went round to London Road, up Endcliffe, she’d find a narrow shortcut (disturbingly called Stalker’s Walk) that would take her closer.

      The high walls of Stalker’s Walk, wedged as it was between two apartment blocks, shielded Cassy momentarily from the outside world. It gave her a moment to think, to place the pieces in some kind of order.

      The killer had gone to great lengths to recreate a scenario from one of Frowd’s books, which meant a not only a familiarity with the text but a kind of reverence toward it. They connected with it in a way that was personal to them. If she was right, this latest death would follow a similar impulse. She then considered what Chet had said—this wasn’t someone with a great deal of imagination. The murders were secondhand. Either they were a kind of honoring of Frowd, or a way of trying to get his attention. Perhaps both. Either way, it displayed a lack of independent thought. Cassy still had her copy of ‘Beneath A Steel Sky’ in the pouch pocket of her skirt. She touched it now through the material. The killer would also have a physical copy. An e-book just didn’t have the same tactile connection that they would be seeking. This was somehow personal to them.

      She cast her mind back to the discovery of the initial murder, reliving her experience step by step. She’d gone through the fence but had been unable to gain entry to the house. It was only when James had arrived that they’d managed to get in. The house had been locked tight which meant that the killer had already been inside or had somehow had ready access. Alternatively, and most likely, it had been someone that Caroline knew.

      She emerged into the sunlight well behind the police cordon. Technically it was a crime to cross into a crime scene, but she’d seen no barrier to entry from where she’d come.

      “Cassy, can you come over here?”

      It was Noyce, his strong voice implacable despite the scene in front of him. Involuntarily, Cassy’s hand went to her mouth as she approached. She recognized the murder; the awkward positioning of the body mirroring an image in her mind’s eye. She’d read this murder just a few hours ago.

      “You know it’s an—” started Deputy James Jones.

      “An offense to be here. I know,” said Cassy. “You should make sure you put up tape everywhere. It’s called a perimeter for a reason.”

      “It’s okay, Jones, I trust Cassy with just about anything.”

      If the circumstances hadn’t been so dire, Cassy might have felt buoyed by the statement.

      The victim was the man Cassy knew only as the Henchman. Caroline’s personal security guard.”

      “Who is he?” she said. The man’s body had been laid out on the ground, the main joints on each of his limbs had been broken allowing it to be arranged into a crude swastika. It was a recreation of an early chapter from Beneath a Steel Sky. In the book, it had been part of a pre-second world war intimidation tactic to spread fear among German Jews. The book was troubling and more than a little tasteless.

      “Leonard Lightner,” said Jones, reading from his notepad, “a long-time associate of Carline Cuthbert. Used to be her manager, now more of a security guard.” Then he added, “As far as I can tell, he wasn’t a Nazi.”

      Cassy wasn’t sure if Jones was flippant or not, but then she saw that he was legitimately bewildered. It wasn’t overstating things that this was more than a little strange.

      “The way the body’s laid out is a red herring,” said Cassy. “It’s incidental. What you need to look at is this.” She produced the book from her dress. “Just like with Caroline, the details of the murders have already been described.”

      “Someone’s taking inspiration from books?” said Noyce, always one step ahead.

      “I believe so. So far it’s all Frowd’s work.”

      Without hesitation, Noyce ordered one of the other deputies, who Cassy recognized as Wolinski to find Frowd and make sure he was safe.

      “Do you think he might be a target?” said Cassy. So far, everything had been about Cuthbert. If anyone should be put under protection, it would be her extended entourage.

      “At this stage, there’s no knowing.”

      He was right of course. That’s why he was the Sheriff and she was a witch with a spice store.

      The Sheriff then recalled the deputy and countermanded his own order.

      “Cassy, you live in the same building, don’t you?” She nodded the affirmative. “Can I trust you to talk to him? I don’t want this investigation getting out of hand more than it already is.” He looked out to the gathered crowd. “If we can keep this a low-key as possible, I’d appreciate it. People need to know that something’s happened but not this latest wrinkle.”

      That was quite a wrinkle, thought Cassy.

      “Understood. I’d be happy to,” said Cassy. Now that she had a reason, an order even from the Sheriff himself, to visit Frowd Cassy felt emboldened. She’d wanted to from the very moment Brian had revealed the truth about Caroline’s death but there was something intimidating about Frowd. He’d locked himself up in his top floor castle for a reason—he didn’t like people.

      It was at the very top of her list of priorities, except there was one thing she needed to do first. And that was go to the library.

      Even more so than the Swaile’s bookstore, the Havenholm Library was something of an anachronism, even for a place so resolutely stuck in the past as her hometown.

      Though it was still called a library by the residents of Havenholm, the part of the old building that was dedicated to the lending of books was ever diminishing as more of its space was handed over to other activities. Whole wings had been converted into groups for mothers and pre-schoolers; several clubs had taken up residency alternating the nights they used the space to either show films, learn fly-fishing techniques, knit quilts, or learn more about transcendental meditation.

      It was this last one which was in progress as Cassy entered and she couldn’t help but look at the group of—and Cassy had to be careful here—senior Havenholmers in puzzled awe as they sat crossed legged in a circle, eyes closed and quietly chanting. She had her own unconventional beliefs, so she was in no position to pass judgment, but you would never catch her doing anything so silly.

      The librarian was a young lady with a big smile, larger glasses and her hair tied up above her head. She welcomed Cassy, glad to have a visitor. Cassy remarked that the library was quiet despite the literary festival in town. Dejectedly the librarian told her that they’d had all kinds of things planned, but for whatever reason nobody had shown up. Could the young woman have been so cut off from the world outside these walls that she didn’t know what was going on? Cassy thought it was quite possible.

      “I’m looking for a book by Maximillian Frowd,” said Cassy. She gave the librarian a list of his early work, and she set about locating it. She returned shortly then focused on her computer that looked like it had been state of the art maybe fifteen years ago.

      “We should have it,” said the librarian. “We should have all of them on your list, but I can’t seem to find them.”

      “Have they not been returned?” This could be a major break-through, thought Cassy.

      “They’ve been returned; they’re just not on the shelves.”

      “Stolen?”

      “Perhaps. It’s happened before. I never understand why people do that—I mean they’re free anyway, right?”

      This was clearly a big subject for the librarian but Cassy wasn’t about to get into a discussion.

      “Can I see who checked them out. Just the last few entries?”

      She tapped a few keys then paused. “I’m not sure if I’m allowed to do that.”

      “If you’re not sure then there’s the possibility that you are allowed.”

      She pondered this logic for a bit. “I don’t want to take the risk.”

      “There are only two possible outcomes. Either you are or you aren’t, which means a fifty-fifty chance. If everything had those odds you’d have a lot more gamblers, so what do you say?”

      “I don’t know…”

      Cassy could tell that she was going to get nowhere with this. She considered using a little spell to move things on but she’d always been reticent to employ magic to sway people against their own free will. Somehow it seemed like cheating even though she would have considered just about every other solution including triggering the fire alarm. She looked around and saw the bright red box on the wall on the far side of the room. All she had to do would be to break the glass. She could even do it from where she was standing with a little magical assistance, even though this was exactly, though indirectly, the same thing she’d forbade herself from doing.

      “Okay sure,” said the librarian. She swiveled the monitor towards Cassy who could only look dumbfounded for a second. She then leaned forward and memorized the top three names on the list of people who had borrowed any of Frowd’s books. The third and oldest of the entries dated back four years. These were not popular books at all.

      “Thanks, erm…?” Cassy prompted the librarian for her name.

      “Debbie,” she said, then from below her desk produced a familiar book. “Could you sign this for me please? You are her, aren’t you?”

      “Cassandra Dean,” said Cassy just to make sure they were both on the same page, as it were.

      “I really liked your book. So inventive. Witty too. But most of all I’m just so gosh darn proud that we have a writer here in Havenholm to call our own.”

      Cassy felt the copy of Beneath a Steel Sky weighing her down as if in protest. She pulled it out to show Debbie. Of all the authors in Havenholm, there was one that ranked above her surely.

      “Hey that’s the one,” said Debbie. “That’s ours. I can tell by the little blue sticker on the spine.”

      There it was, a little pale blue circle at the base of the spine. Cassy pondered it. What was a library book doing in the bookstore? She’d have to check the others, but she was sure that they too would have belonged to the library.

      “I guess you’d better have this back then.” Cassy handed the book to Debbie who really didn’t seem that bothered. She was inexplicably still looking at their newly signed copy of Spicery! Cassy still had the two other books but didn’t let the librarian know. For now, they were evidence.

      She thanked Debbie and left. Her goal now was to go back to the bookstore and question its diminutive proprietor as to why he was handling stolen books. But she’d promised to pay Frowd a visit and she couldn’t put it off any longer. This particular line of inquiry would have to wait for the moment.
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      By the time she got back to Nether Edge where her apartment was, and indeed Frowd’s also, the sun was beginning to set. It still had a long lingering journey until it had sunk completely below the tree-covered horizon. Summer days were never in a rush, but the fading light gave Cassy a sense of urgency. It was as if there was a countdown and the night signaled the deadline. She realized that it was because the first day of the festival would be over and many of the people attending would be on their way back home. Sure some would stay for the full weekend, but only the very dedicated few.

      Just as she got in sight of the old imposing building, at the base of which was her humble little Spicery, Cassy spotted a slow shuffling figure, but it was only as she got closer that she recognized the very man she’d been sent to talk to.

      “Max!” she called, though Mr. Frowd might have been more appropriate.

      He stopped at the archway that led to the inner courtyard of their shared address. On seeing her he seemed to brighten.

      “Ah, the sorceress,” he intoned, mockingly. “If you’ve come to wallow, I’m not the sounding board you need.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can offer you no answers or consolation or comfort, my dear. I presume you’ve come to me because of the death of Reacher’s pet author, to see if I could make sense of it all. Well you’re mistaken.” He continued his walk through the brick arch, waved to Mrs. Mayweather at reached the double doors that led to the stairwell. One of the reasons he never came out of his hideout, of this Cassy was sure, was because there were just so many stairs to climb. Jogging lightly Cassy caught up with the old man.

      “I am here about Cuthbert’s death, but not for the reason’s you think. I’m not here for council if that’s what you meant. I can handle people dying,” she said. Briefly, the image of her mother entered her mind but was quickly shooed away. “I think you should be aware of the exact circumstances of her death.”

      “They’d have to be pretty interesting for me give a damn enchantress. I’m old and the only death that preoccupies me these days is my own. I’d much rather head back up and listen to some music. Mahler’s Fifth perhaps?”

      Cassy let him walk away knowing that what she was about to say would stop him in his tracks.

      “She died the way he had wanted her to die. Pinned through the chest like one of her insects whose wings she had pored over—fascinated, rapt, beguiled--through the glass of the cabinet for countless hours every day. Now she too would be observed and scrutinized and… I forget the rest, Max. But you have to admit it’s a coincidence.”

      He did pause. He did turn. But the expression on his face wasn’t what she’d been expecting. Maximilian Frowd was laughing.

      “Cuthbert was pinned to a fridge like a museum butterfly? A fridge. That’s the pertinent detail. Anyone can have things put through them. That takes no special skill. Was she sat on the floor too? All these things matter, Cassy. You can’t equate what happened in my book to an actual killing without the specifics.”

      “I was there, Max. It was deliberate. At first, I didn’t realize, but it was Brian Vidor who pointed it out to me. I’ve been looking through those old books of yours and it’s uncanny. Then of course now there’s Caroline’s security guy.”

      “Let me guess? Burned in a barrel? Cyanide in Amaretto?—a perfect place to hide the poison as the two smells are so alike.”

      Cassy shook her head solemnly. “You called it the Nazi cruciform in one of your more confrontational works.”

      There was a breathless pause as if the air had been sucked from the world. Frowd appeared to crumple, to shrink even as the horror of what had happened hit him. He ruminated on the news for a long while before speaking again.

      “You must forgive my flippancy, Cassandra,” he said, then, “Do the police have a lead?”

      “Not until they get forensics back. Aside from that only what could be inferred from the nature of the deaths. A strong male… and that’s about it.”

      “Ahh.”

      Cassie tilted her head. “That’s not to say that I don’t have a lead.”

      “Is being a witch not enough for you that you have to indulge a little amateur detection too?”

      The color had returned to Frowd’s cheeks. For a moment there, Cassy had been worried for the old man.

      “Well as an amateur, as you put it, I need as much help as I can get.”

      “So you came to me.”

      “I came to you, yes. You might be able to give some insight. So come with me, let me pick your brain.”

      “Come with you?” Frowd looked longingly upwards to his top-floor hideaway. “Where are you going?”

      Cassy hadn’t realized how tense she’d been, but now that Frowd was warming to her, she let her shoulder’s drop and rolled her head back and forth. “There’s a bookstore in town that I suspect has been selling a book it shouldn’t have been.”

      “Mine?”

      She nodded. Frowd shook his head.

      “Why does it have to be those books? I’ve written great works, many critics will tell you this, and yet people obsess over some old penny paperbacks I wrote by candlelight when I was a student. I would sooner see them used as fuel for fires.”

      “So you’ll come with me?”
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* * *

      Thankfully for Frowd, Archibald Swalile’s literary emporium was a long trek away. Even so, it took the couple the best part of an hour. Along the way Frowd opened up in a way that made Cassy think that the lonely man had been dying for company for so long. He regaled her with stories from his youth, the highs and lows of his career. When he’d first started out he’d split his time between teaching, studying and writing every other available hour sometimes not stopping to either eat, drink or sleep. Later, when he’d had his first big success, his life had changed completely.

      “There was money, and women and people who wanted to talk to me. You know, other than to say ‘Get out of my way, you bum.’ Money and women come and go,” he said almost forlornly, “But, I must admit that for a while I got a bit too big for my britches, as they say.”

      “I really don’t think anyone actually says that.”

      Frowd chuckled. “No, I guess they don’t. Not anymore.”

      “Why did you walk away from it?”

      “The money, the women, the adulation?”

      “Pick one.”

      He sighed and looked straight ahead. “I saw through it. The money wasn’t enough—it never is. The woman are always too much, but aren’t they always? And as for the other… Well once you’ve had fame, it corrupts more than any kind of power. It’s because it’s all so meaningless. People love you without knowing you. You can’t trust anyone and yet you believe their every little sweet whispered word. It happened to Joe. It got to him.”

      “Joesph F. Farmer,” said Cassy almost as if she was correcting him.

      “They called him counterculture, but that wasn’t so. All he did was pervert popular culture to his own twisted ways and in so doing became part of the establishment. The thing is he knows all this, this is not news to him, and he hates himself for it. He’s a sellout. But that fame bug got to him and he hasn’t shaken the fever since.”

      “You used to be friends I take it?”

      “Long time ago, perhaps. We needed each other back then, just to have a fellow traveler in the strange world of literary popularity. You have to remember that this was when having a best seller meant something. Millions of books. No TV shows, or DVDs or video games. What you did was you read.”

      “Do you still write?” This was the question she’d been burning to ask him even since before she’d met him. It was difficult to believe that a man of such prodigious talent would let his pen become idle.

      “I have a stack of suicide notes, if that counts.”

      She had no idea if he was joking or not and decided to ignore the comment, just when he’d started to sound so energized too.

      “Well, here we are,” said Cassy indicating the tiny store squeezed between two larger glass-fronted buildings.

      “Archie, you old lush,” Frowd called out to the man leaning on the stoop, cigarette in hand, ash threatening to tumble onto his shirt. “Lost your life savings on the horses yet?”

      “Not yet, you old hack,” replied Archibald Swaile. “Written anything decent in the last twenty years? And I’m not talking about suicide notes.”

      Cassy looked between the two men. It was clearly part of a larger and more obscure personal joke with a history she wouldn’t possibly grasp. Their sense of humor was a little dark for her taste.

      “I wrote the Mayor Brustwick petitioning him to get this place shut down but no luck.”

      “It would take more than a little luck to get rid of me.” Swaile went to lift the cigarette to his lips but didn’t quite make it.

      “I hear you’ve been selling illicit goods, Archie.”

      “Archie” looked Cassy up and down then nodded in recognition. “Do you seriously think I actually sell anything? This is a bookstore, remember?”

      He was right, of course. He hadn’t actually sold the book to Cassy who’d been hoping to use their sale as a kind of leverage.

      “Do you realize that those books you gave me earlier were from the library?” she said, keen to maintain the upper hand.

      By now she and Frowd had reached the bookstore and occupied the same space as Swaile, who still let his cigarette burn down, untouched.

      “I bought them bulk with a bunch of other books,” he replied. “Kid said he was having a clear-out of his house and it all had to go. I would have told him to go take a long jump off a short pier until I saw they were this fella’s best work.”

      A quick look to Frowd confirmed that the old man was slightly disgusted by this statement, but he held his tongue.

      “Who’s this kid?” said Cassy keen to keep things on the subject.

      “I don’t know, some kid. What do I care?”

      Cassy thought back to Debbie, the librarian who had brought up the lending history of the books on her computer. One of the techniques Cassy had developed was to recreate the event in her mind if she wanted to remember all the details. She played out the small scenario and once more she saw the screen and every part of the information on it. The very last person to check them out was a Mrs. Bridget Bradley. Not some kid, as Swaile had put it.

      This was a dead end, Cassy could sense it already.

      “I’m sorry, Max,” she said tugging on the author’s sleeve. “I’m sorry I got you out all this way for nothing.”

      “Not at all, Cassandra. What old man would turn down the opportunity to take a walk with an attractive young woman, and if that walk culminates with a little verbal sparring with an old friend, then all the better.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder to Swaile to whom he had turned his back, all part of an elaborate game of one-up-manship she didn’t quite understand the rules to.

      “I didn’t know you two knew each other,” said Cassy, but then again why would she have done?

      “We go back a ways,” said Archibald finally tapping ash. “I dare say we’ve been on a couple of double dates. Me and the dearly departed,” he said while pressing his hands in prayer, eyes raised to the heavens. It was as sarcastic a mime as was possible. “And you with—what was that girl’s name?”

      “Never mind her name.”

      “Phyllis. Phil we used to call her, like a man.”

      The playful, yet combative joking between the two had begun to sour somewhat, again for reasons Cassy couldn’t quite fathom. Frowd began to retreat, both physically and emotionally. Cassy could see the blast doors coming down, his defenses going up as his expression became hardened.

      “I knew this was a mistake,” he grumbled, looking back the way they had come.

      “He’s always been like this,” said Archie. “Any wonder he’s alone now. The thing is, I know what’s going on in his head: he’s already had this conversation. Plotted it out in advance like a grandmaster would do with a game of chess. Every possible direction it could have taken he’s already been there. All I had to do was mention one little thing, and now the great writer has the whole story plotted out. It’s useless trying to talk to him.” The owner of the bookshop, that didn't seem to sell any books, stubbed out his cigarette then turned to Cassy as Frowd stepped back dismissing them both with a wave of his hand. “It’s been ten years since I’ve seen him and he hasn’t changed one iota. Good to talk to him though, even like this. So thanks for bringing him here.”

      The sudden slide into honesty took Cassy back a little. Until then, both men had been gruff and dismissive of both her and each other. She didn’t know what to think. “You’re welcome,” she managed to say.

      “You’d better go after him,” said Archie indicating Frowd who had by now crossed the street. “He likes to be alone, but that’s not always best for him.”

      Cassy bid Swaile good day and jogged after Frowd. He didn’t look as flustered or upset as he had just a few seconds earlier. Instead, he looked happy even. Maybe seeing his old friend, despite the odd exchange, had perked him up.

      “I guess it’s a form of flattery,” he said, unprompted. “I should be proud in some way that some lunatic would take my work as a template for his curious murder spree.”

      “Your number one fan.”

      The thought amused him and he seemed to mull it over as they walked back to Nether Edge. Just as they came off Main Street and were heading along Ecclesall (Eccy Road to the locals), Frowd spoke again.

      “Whose house was it?”

      Cassy shook her head.

      “The house where Cuthbert was staying and ultimately proved to be her final residence. She can’t have bought the damn thing just for the festival; even she’s not that extravagant, despite a couple of Hollywood movies under her belt. People make a lot of money renting out these things while they get out of town for a couple of days. I should have done the same thing.”

      James would know, was the first thing that came to Cassy. It struck her how often she thought of him. “I’ll look into it,” she said.

      “It strikes me that rather than chasing books, that’s the kind of hard fact detectiving you should be doing.”

      He was right, of course. No one had ever accused her of being anything but the most amateur sleuth. “Detectiving?” she blurted.

      “Hey, I’m a writer,” he said defiantly. “I can make up any word I want.”
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      The station was eerily quiet. It was never busy but even so, Cassy had never actually heard her footsteps echo through it whenever she’d been there. She tried shuffling then walking softly to prevent the clacking of her soles on the polished tiles.

      Sheriff Noyce’s office was empty, the door ajar. They must all be out, she mused then leaped out of her skin when a hand landed on her shoulder.

      “Cassy!”

      It was Deputy Jones. Cassy pushed him away playfully to give her a moment to calm down. She’d been so deep in her own thoughts that it had frightened her more than it should have done.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said. He was unsure exactly what to do. Cassy saw that he went to reach for her, to comfort her, but held back. Their relationship, such as it was, was still in that awkward space between “just friends” and something more intimate.

      “Don’t mind me,” she reassured him. “Just a bit high strung.”

      “Tell me about it. The last thing we wanted was to have such a high-profile investigation.” He went to his desk, one of three arranged so that they all looked at each other. Between them was another table strewn will all kinds of paperwork. Most of it pertained to Cuthbert, including some of her books.

      “Did you know that the murders were from books,” said Cassy picking up a copy of Bognsatchers: Curse of Dawnwind.

      “They’re for kids, aren’t they? I doubt that she wrote anything so grim.”

      “Not these books. Frowd’s books. Both murders have uncanny similarities with scenes in some of his early work.”

      The deputy sat on his chair and leaned back on it precariously. He hooked one foot under the lip of his desk to prevent any catastrophe. Even so Cassy was put on edge.

      “Is that so? Are you an expert?”

      “No, but Brian is, he’s the one who figured it out.”

      With a shudder, the deputy came crashing back upright. He leaned over his desk. “Brian?”

      “I mean Brian Vidor, one of the authors on the panel. Horror writer.”

      “I know his work,” he said, then added after a brief moment, “You two getting to know each other?”

      Cassy went to reply truthfully, that they had been out on a date of sorts and that, yes, she was getting to know him. But noting the tone of Jones’s voice, a kind of hurt curiosity, but nothing too committal, she decided to hold back. “Just talking shop.”

      “And that involves speculating about an ongoing case,” he said flatly. “Are you getting involved again?”

      Cassy wasn’t sure if he meant with Brian or with the murders. “No.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      He’d trapped her. There was no escaping it; she had to come clean. “Do you know who owned the house where Caroline was killed?”

      A sly knowing smile cracked Jones’s face. “I don’t, as it happens,” he said, “but how hard can it be to find out?”

      Without waiting for any kind of permission, Cassy came round to James’s side of the desk and leaned over him to access his computer. “There has to be some kind of local advertising site for this kind of thing.”

      She let the deputy type in his password and soon they were searching through results for temporary leases in Havenholm. They found a promising site and narrowed the filters to places that had already been leased in the higher price bracket. They swiped through several familiar houses until the crime scene appeared.

      “Let me see. It was rented out by…” Deputy Jones scrolled through the info, “Mrs. Bridget Bradley.”

      There as that name again. Cassy had to take a step back.

      “What is it, Cass?”

      “I lied,” she admitted. “I couldn’t help looking into a few things. But James—I’ve seen this name before. This woman borrowed Frowd’s book from the library. Now we find out that she let Caroline Cuthbert stay in her house.”

      “There was no forced entry,” said Jones. “It would make sense if the killer had a key to the place. We’d been going on the theory that Cuthbert knew her attacker and let them in.”

      He rose suddenly, his chair skittering back across the floor. “She’d be staying with friends for the duration of the festival,” he proposed. A brief check on the website showed that the house was only being let out for one more day. “There’s no reason for her to go far, especially if she intended to…”

      “Kill?”

      “We don’t know that for sure yet. All I have is very circumstantial evidence and your word.”

      Cassy nodded. Even she knew it was the flimsiest lead. “It can’t hurt to talk to her.”

      “But she’s not at her address. She could be anywhere. Even in a place as small as Havenholm, that’s a big door-to-door operation.”

      “The website,” said Cassy impulsively. She took control of the mouse and clicked the “contact us” tab, “The lease for the house must be up in just over a day. We can contact the rental agency and say we want to rent her house out but we want to be shown around the property by the owner. They give us her number and arrange a meeting. We play it casual so no one suspects anything, but then drop the thing with the book on her when she least suspects it.”

      Whatever she had said made Deputy Jones laugh. “You’re thinking like a writer, Cassy. We don’t need to use an elaborate deception to get the number. I just contact them, say I’m with the Sheriff’s department, and they give me the information I need. That’s how it works. No need to pretend.”

      As always, she had tried to over-think the situation. Being a representative of the law had its benefits in this type of scenario.

      “Yeah or we could do that.”

      It shocked Cassy how easy it was to locate the woman. Just a few calls, a stern authoritative voice, and a few well-rehearsed lines from Deputy Jones and he had the new temporary address within minutes. It was something that she wouldn’t have been able to do on her own. Of course, she was technically helping him with the investigation, though in her mind it felt like the other way round. When the Deputy’s car pulled up outside Pat Spilane’s house on Northside Drive, a friend of Bridget Bradley’s who had been putting her and her entire family up for the duration of the festival, Cassy wondered how the woman would react.

      Would her reaction be that of a killer whose time is finally up, or that of someone who knows that they’ve got a lot of library late fees coming.

      Cassy hanged back while the Deputy knocked on the door. She could see him talking with whoever answered. After a few words he motioned for Cassy to follow him inside.

      The two of them followed the house’s owner, Mr. Clarke, to the kitchen where he offered them a drink. Jones declined but Cassy asked for tea. It was a bitter Lady Grey, but not unpleasant. While James Jones asked questions about Mrs. Bradley and her whereabouts, Cassy wandered off under the pretense of having to use the bathroom. As far as she could tell the house was otherwise unoccupied. In the TV room, a couch had been extended into a double bed. A pair of bright pink furry house shoes, presumably Bridget’s, were placed on the floor at the end alongside a larger set of plaid slippers. Along the corridor that linked the downstairs rooms, Cassy found another room, a kid’s room with posters of garish and freaky looking big-eyed creatures playing in primary-colored landscapes. The kid’s shows of her youth hadn’t been so unpalatable, had they?

      A makeshift cot sat on the floor and piled up to it were clothes in a random heap, a true sign of a teenager. The poor kid had been forced to sleep in the same room as a family friend’s younger son. A true humiliation.

      From under the pillow at the end of the cot, Cassy saw the corner of a stack of papers jutting out. Far from it for her to question what kind of thing a teenage boy kept under his pillow, but even so something didn’t look right. She knew what this was, she’d handled one herself, as had all pf the writer in attendance this weekend.

      Cassy glanced back to the kitchen. The muted cadences of a question and response could be heard though she couldn’t distinguish the specifics. At a guess, she had a few more seconds before her absence became suspicious.

      Treading carefully into the room, Cassy approached the cot and slipped the manuscript from under the pillow. The hundred or so sheets of paper were bound by clasps through eyelets along the left side. The top sheet was blank so she hastily thumbed through the pages. Markings in red ink had been scrawled over the printed text.

      “Cassy?”

      It was James calling from the kitchen. Her heart plunged and a chill ran over her skin. Thinking fast, Cassy slipped the manuscript down the top of her dress and crossed her arms to cover the rectangular bulk.

      “Coming,” she said nonchalantly then returned along the corridor to where the deputy was waiting for her.

      “It seems as though Bridget is out all day today,” he said. “So, I’ll call back later.”

      Mr. Clarke nodded his approval. “I’ll tell her you called by. Sorry I couldn’t have been more help, Deputy.”

      Back in the car, James offered Cassy a lift back home which she accepted. Her priority, however, was to get far away enough that she could reveal to him what she’d taken from the house.

      “Cassy! What have you done?” said James as she removed the manuscript from her dress. “Did you just steal that?”

      “Can you steal something that’s already stolen goods?” she countered.

      “Legally speaking, yes. It’s still a crime.”

      “Oh,” said Cassy, confused. “Look at it though.” She held up the stack of paper like a trophy.

      “What am I looking at, Cass?”

      She flipped the top sheet over to reveal a title printed plainly in black ink.

      Hall of the Goblin King, it proclaimed, then a few lines further down it read, by Caroline Cuthbert. Below that somebody had written in red ink, DRAFT FIVE—REVISIONS.

      “Cuthbert, huh? What is that?” said James. “Is that some kind collector’s piece?”

      Cassy flicked through the pages, skimming the words as well as the revisions that spattered the pages. “No this hasn’t even been published yet.”

      The car came to a sudden halt as James slammed on the brakes. “This is incriminating evidence,” he said, “If Mrs. Bradley took this, it would link her to the murders.”

      “No, not her. Her son. I found this under a pillow where presumably her son was sleeping.”

      “How do you know she has a son? We know nothing about her yet. We can’t even find her.”

      There was no answer to that question, though Cassy was sure that she was right. Something in the back of her mind had made a connection though she couldn’t vocalize it. The reason she knew there was a younger son involved was because… Cassy teased the errant thought from the depths of her mind.

      From the floorboard of the car, Cassy retrieved her bag, and rifling through it, she eventually found what she’d been looking for. With a satisfied yelp, she produced a copy of her own book.

      “Spicery?” said James checking the cover. “Not the best title ever.”

      “Never mind the title,” she said, secretly dismayed that he didn’t like it. “Look what’s inside. She flipped it open to the blank page which she’d signed. “I signed this but I got it wrong and gave the kid another one instead.”

      “A kid?”

      “Kid, yeah. Late teens. Look who it’s made out to though.”

      James read the inscription aloud. “Dwayne Bradley.”

      “I know this kid. I know what he looks like.” In her mind’s eye she conjured up the lank-haired boy with squinting eyes.

      “We’ll go back to the station and put out an APB for this Dwayne Bradley. But first, I’ll get you back home.”

      As always, Cassy felt relaxed when she was around James. His sonorous southern accent put her at ease. It was both reassuring and firm, but gentle too. Maybe now wasn’t the time—it most definitely wasn’t—but Cassy felt compelled to ask him out on a date. A real one. Not one engineered by Dot, but something more personal.

      She cleared her throat like a singer about to go onstage and was about to suggest a meal at a new restaurant she’d heard about in the nearby town of Newcastle when she saw a familiar figure on the sidewalk going the opposite way.

      “That’s him,” she blurted out. She swiveled in her seat to keep an eye on the kid walking hastily back the way they’d come, head bowed, hands shoved deep into his pockets. “That’s Dwayne Bradley!”

      The kid hadn’t said a word, save to state his name, since arriving at the station and now wallowed in gloomy silence in the interrogation room all alone. Both Noyce and Jones had tried to get something from him to no avail.

      Cassy looked at Jones as he exited the small square room furnished only with a plain table, two chairs and a microphone.

      “No luck?”

      He shook his head.

      “How about if I try?”

      “Not sure if I can let you do that,” said the deputy.

      “Not in an official capacity, but what if I was his council? Look I think I can get something out of him, so it can’t hurt. Right.”

      James considered the notion for a moment, then relented. “But I’ll be with you at all times. If this kid did what we suspect he did, then you’re not safe.”

      “I just want to know why he did it, that’s all. And I don’t think police techniques are going to get through to him.”

      The deputy led Cassy back into the small room. She took the seat opposite the young man while Jones stood in the corner watching the scene like a hawk.

      “Hi, Dwayne. You remember me?”

      He nodded, lank hair covering his face.

      “Good,” she continued, “I remember meeting you earlier, and you were at the panel too I recall. Caused quite a stir.”

      A smirk was visible between the ratty strands of hair.

      “You’re quite the reader, aren’t you, Dwayne? I saw you get autographs from everyone from the panel.”

      He nodded.

      “Couldn’t get Frowd though. He’s a tough one to pin down. If you want, I could go to where he lives and get him to sign something.”

      At this, Dwayne looked up sharply, expectantly. He then looked to the deputy and his enthusiasm faded again.

      “Will they let you?” he said.

      “Sure, why not?”

      “Because of what I did.”

      “We don’t know what you did, Dwayne. Why don’t you tell me. How did it all start?”

      There was a long pause, a deadened silence, while the boy considered his options.

      “I’ve been reading Frowd,” said Cassy when the boy failed to reply. “Not my sort of thing but I can see the appeal. You said to me that he saw things the way they should be, is that right?”

      “He knows what he’s talking about,” came the sullen reply.

      “Have you read Devil, Rise?”

      “No.” He seemed genuine. This put a stop to Cassy’s next line of questioning. “I’ve only really read Frowd’s books.” The subject clearly enthused him, but he wasn’t knowledgeable enough to recognize that she was talking of the same author. “He sees through the noise and speaks the truth. He’s lived it and—you know he says things that I’ve only thought about, that I couldn’t even say because I don’t have the words. But he does. He knows. The phoneys and the liars. They’re all around us.”

      “Is Caroline Cuthbert one of them?”  Both turned to Deputy Jones who had spoken up from his corner of the room.

      “You bet she is!” said an animated Dwayne then shrunk back down.

      “And how about Leonard Lightner? Was he a phony too?” Jones was getting agitated, so Cassy stood to get between him and the detainee.

      “James, I don’t think he’s the one.” She turned back to Dwayne. The boy looked so young, so full of anger, but incapable of murder.

      “How did you get the manuscript, Dwayne?”

      “Who says I took it?”

      “I found it under your pillow, Dwayne.”

      The kid blanched. He drummed his fingers against the table then spoke in a soft voice. “You think I killed her, don’t you? But I didn’t. I was just helping out with the festival. They got a whole bunch of people, kids I guess who would work for free, like me to be part of the Havenholm Weekend of Words.”

      Cassy thought of Patty who’d been an odd choice to chair the panel of distinguished guests.

      “Cheap labor, huh?” she said.

      “Slave labor! They had me doing everything and for what? Just so I could put it on my resume? Well screw that. They had me shifting Cuthbert’s luggage all over town and guess what I found when I was looking through it?”

      “The manuscript.”

      “I was going to give it back, I swear. It’s not like I was gonna sell it or something. More like burn it perhaps—” He stopped himself from saying anymore. But Jones didn’t need to hear anything else. He stormed out of the room, the door hitting against the wall.

      “Am I free to go?” said Dwayne.

      “I don’t know, Dwayne, but you just admitted to stealing something from someone who turned up dead today, so I wouldn’t make any plans.”

      When she found Jones fuming outside in the hallway, Cassy went to comfort him.

      “You okay?”

      “I thought we had him, but that kid’s an imbecile.”

      It was a bit harsh, but Cassy didn’t want to say anything. “We’ll find out who did this.”

      “Or he could be playing dumb,” added Deputy Jones. “I mean, after all, Cuthbert was killed in his house. That’s a fact. He had a way in and he admits stealing from her so…”

      From somewhere near the front desk there came a shout. Both Cassy and Jones turned to see Wolinski jogging toward them.

      “There’s been another murder,” he said. “Back at the festival.”

      The door of the interrogation room slowly closed and through the diminishing gap Cassy saw Dwayne looking back at her, straining to hear their conversation. The door clicked shut underlining his alibi.

      “Who is it?” said Cassy, dreamily.

      “A guy named Tate,” said Wolinski, looking down at his notepad. “Killed with a blade of some kind. Single thrust to the heart.”

      At that moment, everything slid into place. Every element came together in her head. She clicked her fingers.

      “What is it?” said Jones.

      “We weren’t wrong about looking for someone obsessed with Frowd’s books,” she said. “There’s someone in town who knows his books better than anyone else. His number one fan.”

      Brahms—or it may have been Mahler, Cassy wasn’t a classical connoisseur—was playing when she arrived at the apartment. When she’d come here earlier Cassy had been hesitant to even knock on the door. Now she boldly rapped her fist against the wooden surface.

      From inside, there was a shout: “Go away!”

      “It’s me, Cassy. They caught the kid who killed Caroline.”

      She put her ear to the door and heard a chair scrape over the bare floorboards followed by the slow but rhythmic beat of footsteps.

      With a jolt, the door opened and Cassy stepped back so that when Frowd appeared, she wasn’t so close to his fuming face.

      “Cassandra Dean,” he intoned, “why are you bothering me?” The smell of scotch was strong from inside.

      “I thought you’d like to know the latest developments in the case.”

      “Well, I don’t,” he said but left the door open as he walked back inside. It was, Cassy presumed, an invitation of sorts. She closed the door behind her and crossed the room to the fireplace. In the absence of any other place to sit besides the high-backed chair where Frowd now sat once more, she felt the mantelpiece was the best place for her. She leaned against it and waited for Frowd to talk.

      “So what do you want?” he mumbled.

      “A young man by the name of Dwayne Bradley is currently at the Havenholm Sheriff’s station.”

      Frowd sipped from his tumbler which he then replaced on a low table to his right.

      “And I suppose he’s confessed, has he?”

      “He had the manuscript for Cuthbert’s latest book, but it’s not that which incriminated him. He’s obsessed with your work; it drives him. Did you know you had that kind of an effect on people?”

      “I just write the things. Can I be blamed for what they do afterward? People have free will to do as they please. If this falls outside of our laws, then they can expect appropriate repercussions as decided by society.”

      “What about Bella?”

      Frowd reached for his glass once more but paused, his hand hanging over the rim like a mechanical crane at a fairground waiting limply over a stuffed toy. His testimony had allowed Bella to walk free. Had he said anything other than that he had witnessed a man fleeing the scene of her mother’s murder, the young girl would most likely be behind bars.

      They both know the truth, and also knew that the other was complicit in the deception. It was neither here nor there that Bella might have been justified in her actions. But it had set a precedent, and it was this that finally allowed Cassy to link Frowd to the latest spate of deaths. The case with Bella Donnington had been a test for Frowd. It had been his way of testing the boundaries of what he found acceptable when it came to the law. Cassy was betting on that he wouldn’t let another innocent be locked up.

      “I think you and I both agree that Bella got the justice she deserved.”

      Cassy nodded. “Some might say that Cuthbert received the same.”

      “How so?” said Frowd, shifting uncomfortably.

      “Such a frivolous writer, don’t you think? Faeries and goblins and, heaven forbid, magic. Not worthy of the adoration and success she had.”

      “She can do what she wants.”

      “Except she’s dead.”

      “What’s your point, Dean?” He was getting irritable now, more so than usual. At any point he could have asked her to leave. But he didn’t.

      “She was killed in the same way as one of your characters. Then so was Lightner. This established a pattern. Clearly some kook in a town obsessed with your work. This kind of literary festival brings an influx of thousands of people. Anyone of them could have done it. It’s not like the police could interview them all. One lone nut job in a sea of hundreds. The proverbial needle in a haystack.”

      “Once again, Dean, I ask you, what’s your point?”

      Feeling confident now, Cassy relaxed. She stretched up her hand falling on the twin swords that decorated the pillar of the chimney. “A single blow through the heart with a bladed weapon.” She retracted her hand and walked to the record player. The needle had come to the end of the vinyl disk and swam lazily about the tail of the groove. She flipped the record, noting the title Piano Sonata #3 in F Minor. The needle dropped back with a crackle, and soon the music swelled into the room.

      “I’ve been reading your books ever since Brian pointed out the connection. I guess he played into your plan to send the investigation into the ‘lone crazy’ path. But it was all a setup wasn’t it, like one of your favorite composers teasing us with a prelude to the main event.” She turned her back to the record player and leaned against it. The needle skittered across the ridged surface with a cacophonous screech. Frowd winced but remained seated.

      “I’m a quick reader and in addition to the ones I read at school, I’ve read quite a few now. The early ones were the easiest. Short little things. Zesty. Quick. Lurid. A body arranged like a swastika? Really, Mr. Frowd…? But that kind of scene just wasn’t right for the real intended victim, was it? Cuthbert and her henchman were just there to muddy the waters. It was Tate who was the real target.”

      Frowd held her gaze for a long time, unflinching. Eventually he smiled, but there was no mirth. It was more of a grimace, there to hide the pain underneath.

      “He ruined my life.”

      “He made you rich and famous.”

      “He cost me my life!” Frowd hurled his glass across the room. It impacted against the wall to Cassy’s left. The scotch stained long amber streaks as it dripped to the floor. “Do you think I fester in this place out of choice?” he said with a sweep of his arm. “This is my prison, Cassandra. I’ve been locked up here for decades because I can’t cope with the world outside and it's all down to him: Tate. The man was like a vulture only he fed on the living. I was young when I published my first work and I was caught up in his bravado and bluster, promises of worldwide recognition, of money and most if all he promised respectability. I thought then that’s what I wanted. Every writer wants that, don’t they? It’s what makes a writer an author!”

      There was something about the way Frowd was moving, a nervous kind of energy coiled just beneath the surface that had Cassy concerned. This was after all the man who had managed to spike Cassandra Cuthbert to a metal fridge door. She backed away to the apartment’s only door.

      “The truth is that I lost everything, Cassandra. I lost my mind in all the adulation and praise. That led to me losing my muse, my inspiration. I couldn’t write anymore which meant that I was no longer anything. There’s a reason Maximillian Frowd became a recluse; it’s because there is no Maximillian Frowd anymore. All that was strained out of this body. Wrung dry over thousand chat shows. Every last drop of who I was exploited and withered until it blew away in the wind. Tate—I hate even saying that name. It burns my tongue. That soul-sucking talentless vampire. The world is a better place without him.” He rose swiftly from his chair and lumbered towards Cassy. “I’m not like Joe. I can’t become the world’s own voice of decent. He sold out in a way he wasn’t even aware of. He’s a joke, a caricature of himself. He went along with Tate’s machinations and elevated him to some kind of counter-culture jester. A focus for rebellion to be easily compartmentalized. If only I had his weak soul I might have survived.”

      Unwilling to look away from Frowd, Cassy made uneven progress to the door. As she approached the exit, she saw that Frowd’s anger was waning.

      “I made enough money to become my own jailer,” he said feebly. “I thought I could just hide away from the world. But all these years, all I wanted was revenge. Revenge for a life denied to me. A simple life. The one I had before. The one I had with…”

      He dropped to his knees and looked blearily at Cassy. She went to say something then noticed that he wasn’t looking at her but rather just past her. Cassy looked over her shoulder and saw an old black and white photo. She’d seen it the last time she’d been in this room. It was a small thing, faded around the edges but in good condition despite its apparent age. Of the three people it had captured Cassy recognized two. One was Joesph F. Farmer, to his right was Max and in his arms was a woman. She smiled right at the camera, right out at Cassy. It was a time long lost.

      “You didn’t expect there to be a real obsessive fan, did you? You thought that the police would make the connection between the killings and your work and be sent off on a wild goose chase. It says a lot about your books that they still resonate with people. We had a prime suspect, but when that didn’t lead anywhere, there was only one solution.” Cassy crouched to meet Frowd’s eye level. “The biggest mistake you made was how you killed Tate.”

      “How so?” mumbled Frowd, now completely drained of emotion. He sat crumpled on the floor, inert.

      “The other two you didn’t care about, just like the books their deaths were based on. But for Tate, it was personal, so you took a murder from one of your later books. Less lurid, simpler, cleaner, more meaningful. That’s when I knew there was a connection to you. Even in such a horrible act, you had to make a statement.”

      Frowd did not reply. There was nothing more left to say. Later that day, Sheriff Noyce, accompanied as always by Wolinski and Jones, would arrive and find Frowd sitting in the same position. He would offer no resistance, nor would he say anything to them beyond admitting to the crimes. It fell to Cassy to fill in the details.

      “The cruelest prison is the human mind itself,” said Herzog, purring as Cassy stroked his fur, curled on her lap in front of lottery show. In her other hand, she held her losing ticket.

      “Can we keep the amateur psychology to a minimum, Herzog? I’ve had a rough day,” said Cassy.

      “You’re the one with literary ambitions; I’m but a humble house cat.”

      “I’m no writer, ‘Zog. I think that proves it, don’t you think?” Cassy indicated the pile of unsold books that covered almost the entirety of one wall. The title Spicery, repeated a hundred times over, mocked her.

      “Stick to what you know, I guess. Learn to temper your dreams with reality, or you might get lost in them.”

      Cassy tossed the useless bit of paper. It missed the wastebasket and rolled along the floor. “That’s terrible advice, Herzog. You should never let go of your dreams.” Once more, Cassy looked at the wall of books. “The trick is to make sure the dream you’re pursuing is the right one for you.”

      With a satisfied moan, Herzog stretched out his limbs then pulled them back in suddenly as if they were spring-loaded. He closed his eyes and said dreamily, “I know what my ambition is in life…”

      Then, he fell asleep.
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        Hi there. Thank you for reading.

        I hope you’ll leave a review and/or rating at the retail website where you purchased it, I appreciate you and your feedback.
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      Wendy Meadows is an emerging author of cozy mysteries. She lives in “The Granite State” with her husband, two sons, two cats and lovable Labradoodle.

      When she isn’t working on her stories she likes to tend to her flowers, relax with her pets and play video games with her family.
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