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      Maggie Corey was done.

      She had had enough of her unsavory, toxic marriage and she was finally doing something about it. For once, she’d decided not to allow Gareth to insult her intelligence and rob her of her self-esteem anymore, but it had taken her a while to come to this conclusion, as most life-changing moves usually do. The thirty-four-year-old culinary wizard had spent enough years in a marriage with a superb narcissist and philandering drunk who had made her life miserable on purpose.

      At first, Maggie thought it was just circumstance that held up Gareth’s ability to work for a living, perhaps some backlash from a personal phase of struggle, but she quickly learned that he was just a freeloader who cared more about hanging on to his looks than being a productive partner.

      “Ugh, I am giving you way too much time and energy as it is, you mongrel,” she muttered behind the wheel of her car, addressing her absent ex-husband. Ahead of her, the road snaked leisurely towards the western horizon in the magnificent Massachusetts afternoon glow. Since Maggie had parted ways with Gareth the Leech, she had been coping well, apart from the obvious resentment left in the wake of their marriage. That was how she still found herself mumbling aloud in complaint about him.

      “I cannot believe I trusted her,” she muttered, shaking her head. Maggie’s heart was so flooded with negative emotion that she could not cease her defensive monologue about the dire circumstances of her divorce and the evil players that had orchestrated its culmination. “How could you, Billie? We were friends, but I guess your sincerity about the restaurant was about as sincere as your loyalty, you backstabber! Backstabber!” Maggie exclaimed over the dull hum of her vehicle.

      She was heading to a town called Hope’s Crossing, a quaint and picturesque mountain town west of the more notorious Salem, known for its historical witch trials. Its vicinity to Mount Greylock made it a beautiful setting for the tourist industry and its ventures. Maggie had been invited by her aunt Clara to see if she would perhaps like to settle there eventually. Aunt Clara was never the pushy type and upon hearing of her niece’s dismal divorce and the poor child’s entrepreneurial failure at opening her own restaurant, she’d approached Maggie about helping her in her herb shop.

      At first reluctant, of course, Maggie had soon reckoned that starting over in another town would be the best thing for her to do. Strangers would not know her business and she could get on with her life without sore interference from nasty characters in her life. This was her chance to make a clean break and leave the treacherous Gareth safely in the arms of her cheating former best friend, Billie Greene.

      Maggie scoffed at the thought of Billie, the wealthy best friend who’d vowed to run the restaurant with her as a silent partner. Money could not buy Billie self-respect, Maggie had always thought, but speculation turned to fact when Billie started sleeping with Gareth.

      “I’m doing it again!” she moaned at letting her heart whisper in her mind about those horrible people she was trying to leave behind like a snakeskin shed. “No! No!”

      The somewhat eccentric beauty decided to drown her thoughts in something better than vodka—music. Her pristine blue eyes darted from the radio to the road so as not to veer off the tarmac as she hunted for something to play. She selected her playlist and before long, Maggie Corey was entranced by the loud Stevie Nicks that blared through her speakers.

      “That’s right! You go, Stevie!” she howled, rolling down her window and singing at the top of her lungs. Maggie was grateful that there was no audience to her rather endearing tone-deafness as she gave the car a bit more accelerator. For the first time during the trip, she was looking forward to reaching Hope’s Crossing and seeing Aunt Clara. Besides, she was convinced that things would get better as soon as she started this new life working for Aunt Clara.

      No more stress about the restaurant she could not keep up with. No worry about her drunk, deluded husband who made her feel inadequate about his own flaws. No more people gossiping about her life and deserting her for Gareth’s blatant lies about her. Maggie smiled. No more bad stuff. Just small-town glee, working with her dear aunt in a relaxed environment.

      As she drove through the meandering back roads that traversed the valley, Maggie felt a sense of peace, something she had not had the privilege of experiencing for years. “This is going to be good for me. I know it. I am coming, Aunt Clara.”

      It was liberating to have her phone switched off, another thing she had not done in years. Only now that she was entering a tranquil phase did she realize just how extremely stressed her life had been and just how taxing every moment had been on her heart and her feelings. In fact, she had become so accustomed to animosity, lies, sadness, and duplicity that she had begun to treat these things as par for the course in married life. A lot of her perspective would have to be reprogrammed to accommodate her new happiness, but that was an endeavor she looked forward to.

      Just past 4:00 p.m., Maggie finally saw the green and gold sign that announced her arrival in Hope’s Crossing. Her tummy tingled a little when she drove past the elaborate sign, fraught with the promise of a new future, not to mention Aunt Clara’s amazing culinary skills, her own only second to the amazing confections of Clara’s expertise. Maggie was relieved that the town was built around one main street as its spine, greatly reducing the chances of her getting lost while looking for Corey’s Herbs and Simples. Maggie had never been good with directions, as her life choices ultimately attested.

      “Ah!” she cheered as she saw the antique spire of her aunt’s house protruding over the roofs of the shops flanking the main street of Hope’s Crossing. Trying not to speed, she scrutinized the passing scenery of the small town and its people, wondering how many of them she would know by the end of the year.

      As she rounded the last turnoff from the main street, Maggie was bewildered to see a crowd gathered in front of Aunt Clara’s house and shop. Her mouth agape, she studied the scene with a lump in her throat. Yes, it was the correct premises. Yes, it was Aunt Clara’s shop. Yes, those were crime-scene detectives putting up crime-scene ribbons around the house.

      “No,” she said softly as she drove up to the yard, but a large, grizzled-looking officer stepped in front of her car and held up his hand.

      “You can’t come in here, ma’am,” he said sternly, his sharp brown eyes pinning her with authority. “This is a crime scene.”

      “Um, how? Um, I am …” she stuttered, but he interrupted.

      “Please leave the area, ma’am,” he commanded.

      “But I … I am going to live here,” she explained.

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “I am Maggie Corey. Please tell me that I have the wrong address,” she said with a cracking voice, hoping that she was wrong. “Is my aunt all right? What happened?”

      His expression wavered somewhat. First, he looked less firm, and a moment after his face settled on sympathy. Slowly, the sheriff shook his bowed head and said, “I’m so sorry for your loss, Miss Corey.”

      Now it was official. Aunt Clara was dead. Maggie’s heart stopped for a second as the sadness and confusion gripped her. Tears came inadvertently, but she had to know. “Please just tell me how.”

      “I am sorry, Miss Corey, but I am not at liberty to divulge details of the investigation yet, as I am sure you understand,” he explained.

      “No, I don’t understand, officer,” she wailed. “I just need to know how she died. Please!”

      “Miss Corey, please let us do our job. I assure you that I will be in touch as soon as we have wrapped things up here,” he insisted. “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

      “No, I don’t have a place to stay tonight, officer. I was going to stay with my aunt Clara, but apparently, my accommodation has been short-circuited by her unexpected death!” she snapped furiously, her heart driven by loss and impatience. “Geez, had I known she would die on me, I would have checked into a hotel, wouldn’t I?”

      Sheriff Carl Walden winced at the harshness of the pretty stranger’s sarcasm, but he maintained his professionalism as much as his overworked psyche would allow. His brown eyes showed the exhaustion that sat on his back, but Maggie simply could not feel sorry for him while she was the one who had lost family.

      “Ma’am, I think that would be a good idea. There is a comfortable B&B just up the road. Berrie’s Corner. If you leave your details with me, I shall be sure to contact you in the morning and sort all of this out,” Carl coaxed as gently as he could. It was clear that this lady was a Corey. She had her aunt’s feistiness and conviction, for one thing.

      Maggie had no choice. She had to spend her very first night in her new home in a common bed and breakfast, instead of having a good laugh with Aunt Clara in her kitchen, discussing recipes and redundant men.
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      When she finally accepted the sheriff’s advice, a reluctant and deeply devastated Maggie drove to the address the officer had jotted down for her. As she went past the beautiful old shop, now decorated with the hideous markings of a crime scene, she caught a glimpse of something peculiar on the roof peak of Corey’s Herbs and Simples—a pentagram of sorts she could not quite identify.

      “Thank God I didn’t see her body,” Maggie sniffed, wiping her tears with her sleeve and hoping that her late mother was not watching. “Poor Auntie Clara.”

      She knew that she would probably not be able to sleep tonight, what with the uncertainty, especially not knowing exactly what had befallen her aged aunt. Was it a heart attack? She was in her seventies, after all, Maggie guessed. Her heart was shattered, although she was not that acquainted with Clara. They had not seen one another for years and this was going to be their reunion. The very thought felt like a meat hook lodging in her chest, turning the pleasant sunset into a solemn birth of evening for Maggie.

      Another morsel of tonight’s trauma kept resurfacing in her mind—that sign, that symbol thingy that was painted on the roof of the shop. It intrigued Maggie no end and she intended to scratch that itch in the morning, as soon as she had spoken to the sheriff with the sad eyes. Not long after she left the bustle of the main street, her car pulled up to Berrie’s Corner, a pretty and secluded patch of yard that boasted a rather fetching old-style house with similarly charming outbuildings.

      She parked her car off the street and proceeded up the wide steps to the veranda, where the double doors waited. One was open, inviting her in with silent reverence. The porch was vast, occupied by chairs and small tables, and she figured that guests probably had their post-dinner drinks there.

      “Can I help you?” she heard from beyond the narrow double doors.

      “Yes, uh, thank you,” Maggie answered, trying to compose herself and wipe her reddened eyes to look presentable. As she entered the elegant lobby of the old renovated Victorian, she found a middle-aged woman behind the counter. There was a sofa with two people chatting while soft piano music filled the place and Maggie almost felt better already. “I need a room for tonight and Sheriff Walden directed me to you.”

      “Of course,” the lady smiled. “We have three rooms available. Is it just for yourself?”

      The woman lifted her chin as she waited for Maggie to answer.

      “Just me, yes,” Maggie nodded.

      “Can I have your name?” the lady asked, opening the booking screen on her computer.

      “Maggie Dewey … uh, Corey,” she corrected her former last name with her reclaimed family name. “Maggie Corey.”

      Everyone present in the small drawing room just off the lounge hushed and murmured at once and the receptionist looked equally surprised. In fact, she looked Maggie up and down as if she had just stepped off a UFO.

      “Maggie Corey,” she repeated as she typed in the name, looking quite judgmental all of a sudden. While the lady took care of Maggie’s debit card, Clara’s niece tapped her finger lightly on the counter, slowly surveying her surroundings and the odd looks she was getting. She wondered if it was her bloodshot eyes that had them talking, but in her gut she knew better. It was her name that had perked them up.

      “Excuse me,” she asked the lady upon return, “but what is the problem with my name?”

      Immediately everyone resumed their previous activities and carried on chatting, while the receptionist shrugged awkwardly with a stupid smirk on her face.

      “Oh, it’s just that … ” she hesitated and lowered her voice, “we did not know that there were more Coreys in this town.”

      “Really?” Maggie narrowed her eyes in vexation at the snide remark of the woman as she took her card back. “You all keep count of family members up here or something?”

      “No, no,” the sneering receptionist played it down. “We just thought Clara was the last Corey, that is all. Now here you are, sprung up from practically nowhere.”

      Maggie felt her heart skip at the obvious sarcasm of the spiteful woman, who had not the courage to be openly hostile. If there was something that vexed Maggie, it was smiling bullies who pretended to be civil while they picked apart the character of others.

      “Yep, that’s me. Sprung up out of nowhere. Just like magic,” Maggie snarled with a smile of her own, but her statement drew audible gasps from some of the guests. Even the receptionist looked stunned at the statement, but she tried to retain her charade nonetheless.

      “I am so sorry to hear about Clara, Miss Corey,” she lied out of propriety. “We heard about the awful business just an hour ago. Please let us know if there is anything we can do to make your stay more comfortable.”

      “Thank you,” Maggie replied, also scraping at the bottom of the pleasantry bowl, “but I doubt things could get any more uncomfortable than this. My room. Where is it, please?”

      Ignoring the new Corey’s abrupt punch, the receptionist obliged, showing Maggie where to go. “Room 13.”

      “How apt,” Maggie mumbled to herself as she stepped out to round the building toward her assigned room. “There seems to be bad luck all around in this town.”

      She did not sleep well, wishing she knew half as much about soothing herbs as Aunt Clara did. Maggie could sure use some of Clara’s concoctions tonight to help her relax while she worried about the next day. That sheriff had told her that she would have to identify the body in the morning and she had not the stomach for such things. Of all the hell she had just been liberated from, now she had to deal with a deceased relative in a strange town full of creepy, untoward citizens.

      

      The next morning, Sheriff Walden picked Maggie up from Berrie’s Corner to come and identify Clara’s body. It was a dismal affair for poor Maggie to imagine seeing her aunt for the first time in years, under such circumstances.

      “This is not how I want to remember her,” she mentioned as they stopped in front of the county coroner’s office.

      “I understand completely, Miss Corey,” he said respectfully, “but I am afraid it has to be done.”

      Reluctantly she followed the big officer into the cold halls of the uncongenial building where voices echoed and no sunshine cared to penetrate the few windows it sported. In front of the closed door to the morgue, Maggie had to stop.

      “I just need a minute, please,” she explained, holding her breath for the unpleasant task ahead of her. “Never, um, been in a situation like this, you see.” Her blue eyes looked up at the compassionate sheriff. “Admittedly, I have never seen a dead body before.”

      He wanted to say something uplifting, but Carl Walden was out of words. In fact, he felt really bad about the whole matter, especially the kind of day Maggie was having—and would continue to have.

      “Just go in and have a quick look,” he said softly. “If it matters at all, I will be right there with you, okay?”

      The pretty visitor tried to smile for his sake, to show her appreciation, but it came out as a bitter and fearful wince. “Thanks, sheriff.”

      Together, they entered the horribly bare room. It was so silent that Maggie could hear the buzz of the long white tubes above her head. Under the ice-cold incandescent lights, a single steel table stood. Upon it, Maggie saw the covered body of Aunt Clara, while the opposite wall boasted steel fridge doors that made her cringe. Only in crime TV shows had she seen these before, but now it was desperately real and Maggie had trouble breathing.

      “Please, Miss Corey, when you are ready,” she heard someone say, but her ears were ringing too much. Slowly, she waited for the faceless attendant to lift the edge of the green sheet that kept Aunt Clara reduced to a shape.

      Sheriff Walden was torn between his empathy and his job. Having known dear Clara briefly after so many years as a mere acquaintance, he felt the loss of the stranger with the clear blue eyes and the long braid. He could not get over how much she reminded him of the late Clara in her mannerism and features. Maggie broke down in tears when she saw her aunt’s corpse and turned away, sobbing. “That is her! That is my aunt Clara.”

      Carl Walden nodded at the attendant to cover the old lady again and he stepped in to support Maggie’s timid frame. His face was distorted in pity, but he had to tell her. It was his job, after all. He had to just come out and say it.

      “I’m so sorry, Miss Corey, but there is more,” he started with great toil.

      “What?” she sniffled.

      “I need to ask you a few questions,” he forced out.

      “About what?” she asked, disturbed a bit from her sorrow.

      He sighed. “Come, let’s talk at the station.”

      “No,” she protested. “Why? What is going on, Sheriff Walden?”

      After signing off on the identification, he gently ushered Maggie back down the corridor to the front doors. “It is just procedure for an investigation such as this, you see,” he tried to dance around the hard truth.

      “An investigation such as what?” she pressed, now impatient with him.

      Carl had to think of a way to tell her the bad news in a good way.

      “Um, well, you are Clara’s sole beneficiary, Miss Corey. According to her lawyer, she has bequeathed all her holdings to you alone and …” he hesitated, “that kind of makes you a prime suspect in her murder.”

      There. He had said it.

      Maggie could not believe what she was hearing as they entered the police station on the other side of the coroner’s office.

      “Wait, what?” she shrieked, scared and furious. Maggie hated being blamed for things she hadn’t done, even in the smallest ways, and this was just unacceptable. “You are charging me with my aunt’s murder?”

      “No, no,” he interrupted her seething upset with a soft approach, “you are not being arrested or charged—yet. I just need to ask you a couple of procedural questions.”

      Maggie had not cussed this much since her last conversation with Gareth. She tried to calm down as much as she could, given her incessant welcoming by the people of Hope’s Crossing. “Procedural? Sheriff Walden, I was not even in town when she was killed!”

      “We have to explore all possibilities, Maggie,” he retorted. “I am not saying you are guilty, but the public wants answers.”

      “So you just pick out the convenient outsider? Well done, officer. You have solved the case by sheer process of elimination, right?” she babbled with flailing arms and wild eyes, but all Carl could do was allow her to vent. He understood the illogicality of it, but in the end, he had a town to answer to.
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      Ranting in her most civilized manner, Maggie reluctantly played along with the local authorities to accommodate their so-called murder investigation. She figured that, if she gave them what they want, they would not be so abrasive toward her. Sitting in yet another cold room with bare walls was no picnic for her, and the fact that she was a suspect left a very nasty taste in her mouth that gripped her guts and twisted.

      Carl’s words reverberated in and out of her ears. She did not care for his opinion, but right now, her life actually depended on his immediate judgment of character, so she would be better off not rocking the boat.

      “Look, in my opinion, you cannot have had anything to do with Miss Clara’s death, Miss Maggie,” he said. It was one endearing thing about him she liked; the whole Miss Maggie and Miss Clara business was rather sweet.

      “Just Maggie, sheriff. That will do,” she chimed in. “And yes, you are on point.”

      He continued, “There is no evidence putting you at the scene, unless you hired someone to do the deed. Other than that, I don’t see how you could have killed Clara.”

      “Do you want to know what I think, sheriff?” she snapped. “I think this is nothing but a common witch hunt.”

      He paused for a long while. Her statement was uncanny, but he thought to let it go for now. She had sufficiently convinced him that she was oblivious to her family’s reputation and Clara’s ‘talents’ altogether.

      “Look, I have had to ask you all these questions, if only to eliminate you as a suspect, Miss … uh, Maggie,” he explained.

      “That sounds like a nice way to make someone feel better about being interrogated, sheriff,” she remarked. “I am not happy about this, no matter what your intentions were.”

      “I get that, Maggie,” he retorted rapidly, tiring of her hostility towards him, “but again, just doing my job. For now, however, I see no reason to keep you here.”

      Relieved beyond words at being released, Maggie decided to finally try to enjoy the beauty and elegance of her new town while she waited for Clara’s funeral arrangements to be processed. She elected to try the trail up Mount Greylock, from where Aunt Clara told her the view was breathtaking. Packing for a brief afternoon excursion, Maggie hopped in her car and made for the local gas station to fill the tank. She wanted to be sure that she had at least half a tank, in case she got lost on the unknown routes.

      The local gas station was not self-service and she waited in the car for an attendant, playing some lazy old ’70s music on the player. Minutes passed while other cars were filled up and left. New ones arrived and left while nobody came to her window in all that time. It was too strange. With her long locks of hair swinging across her butt as she walked, Maggie walked into the service station to inquire as to the holdup.

      Behind the counter, a prudish woman leered at her while ringing up sales for other customers.

      “Hi,” Maggie smiled. “Excuse me, but I need gas and nobody has come to serve me yet. Could you get someone to help, please?”

      “Oh, that pump is out of gasoline, ma’am,” the woman replied indifferently. “Next customer, please!” Someone pushed in front of Maggie to unload their items on the counter.

      “Then I can just park at one of the other pumps, right?” Maggie frowned at the rude woman.

      “Do whatever you need to do, doll,” the woman sneered as she rang up the customer’s items. Her behavior was echoed by the other patrons in the shop. They looked Maggie up and down, just like that snide lot back at Berrie’s Corner. Some recoiled, others whispered.

      Don’t throw a tantrum. Don’t give them what they want, she heard Clara’s voice in her head. It was sound advice that was hard to take for someone like Maggie with her iron will and strong personality.

      “I shall. Thank you,” Maggie said nonchalantly, and exited the shop without breaking anything, a solid feat on her part. The way in which people here treated her made her feel physically nauseated. Maggie found it remarkable that one could feel so miserable in a town of such beauty. In the back of the store, she noticed a somber old man. Tall and bald, dressed in black, he seemed to judge her from afar, but she ignored him as well.

      With her plans to drive up the mountain shot, she elected to get lunch instead. She had not eaten since she heard of Aunt Clara’s death and she was famished, but she soon found that waiters at two different restaurants passed her by with nothing more than a stern look. Even the lady at the register at the supermarket abruptly slammed down the “Closed—Please Use Next Teller” sign before Maggie could purchase her groceries. It was beginning to chew its way through her tolerance for bigotry, but if she was going to live here, she had to chin up, shut up, and pretend that it did not bother her.

      Little did Maggie know that the local church congregation had already learned who she was, decided what she had done, and judged her accordingly for it. In fact, the entire town seemed to be of one mind that she was guilty. The whole thing was quite bizarre to her and she wondered how Aunt Clara had ever lasted this long amongst such a bunch of critics.

      It was then that she first caught wind of what was going on in their primitive heads and it was a shock to Maggie. Something she would almost have found laughable, had the people of Hope’s Crossing not been so determined to hinder her settlement here. It was in passing while she walked toward her aunt’s shop—now her own—that she heard the scathing comment.

      “That is Clara Corey’s niece, would you believe? Just when we thought they were finally all extinguished, this one pops up. Another witch to deal with.”

      Maggie’s ears perked. In astonishment, she carried on walking, but the remark swam in her recollection like a great white shark. Of all things. A witch!
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      If Maggie had learned one thing from her terrible marriage, it was to hurl herself into some distraction such as ambition or charity in order to cope with unbearable emotional stress. And there was plenty of that here in Hope’s Crossing. Actually, Maggie had become utterly depressed about what she thought was an error in judgment. After all, how did she think she was going to just leave behind a messy, unhappy life and miraculously be content just by moving zip codes?

      Eventually, the smirks, snide remarks, and weird looks became par for the course and Maggie noticed that it bothered her less than it had when she first realized they hated her.

      “Time to clean house,” she told herself as she packed her bags to check out of Berrie’s Special Corner of Hell. “Spring clean due for the heart and for the shop.”

      Nobody had been interested in cleaning up the horrid mess in the shop in the aftermath of Clara’s murder and, much as it made her niece apprehensive, it had to be done. Maggie decided to just do it, and if she needed help or any other services, she would elicit the help of outsiders just like her.

      The director for Clara’s funeral was from Salem, which Maggie found amusing, considering the kind of name-calling she had been enduring. He was a kind white-haired old man who was extremely patient with Maggie’s ineptitude at arranging funerals.

      First Maggie wanted to get her aunt interred and resting before she would embark on the reestablishment of the shop. After that, she would settle in the second house on the other side of the greenhouses, taking over Aunt Clara’s residence there. By secret admission, it was kind of exciting to be so important to her late aunt. Inheriting the house and the shop did serve Maggie well after all, since she would now have a permanent residence of her own.

      “She will finally be at rest, dear,” the funeral director consoled Maggie under the maples and oaks of the Salem Funeral Home. If there were such an atrocious thought, Maggie deemed Salem a safer town for Aunt Clara to be laid to rest than her own hometown!

      “I hope so,” Maggie replied, wiping her nose.

      “Such a pity how the people of Hope’s Crossing treated her,” he started as they walked.

      “How do you mean?” she asked.

      “Oh, you know, the terrible accusations and the constant reprehension from that hostile preacher and his flock. Poor woman. But you know, she took it in stride and showed them that she would not be uprooted by their judgment,” he recounted.

      “Hostile preacher?” Maggie wanted to know.

      “Aye, that imposing and judgmental man. What’s his name? Oh yes, Reverend Mason. What a furiously hateful man and at that, supposed to be a man of God, but I don’t want to gossip and speak ill of others,” he said.

      “No, believe me, it is not gossip. I don’t know that reverend, but I can assure you that the whole town truly is like that. I have experienced it myself,” she nodded sincerely.

      “As did your aunt,” he added. “Those church people are more like a cult, if you ask me. There is a little too much castigation in that congregation, if you ask me. So hateful of outsiders, not to mention the long-reaching hate for the Corey family.”

      “Really?” she gasped, taken aback by the honest revelation. “What does my family have to do with it?”

      He simply shrugged and sighed. “Your family has been grating at the bones of that reverend for decades, my dear Miss Corey. It is almost … personal.”

      “Well, that makes a lot of sense. So many things are now falling into place for me,” she remarked as she reached her car. “I think I might have to come to Salem or one of the other satellite communities for anything I need from now on.”

      “Any plans?” he asked cordially, hands in pockets.

      “Just a lot of housework,” she smiled as she started her car. “Thank you again.”

      “Keep well, Maggie Corey,” he smiled and waved. “I shall let you know when everything is ready for Clara’s interment.”

      

      That was precisely what Maggie did. To help her clean up the damaged shop and get her belongings sorted, she obtained the service of professionals from other towns and made quick work of the repairs. Between the carpenters, glass-repair people, and movers, she quickly gathered a lot of information regarding her unceremonious welcome and who was behind it all—one Reverend Mason. Not much came up on him personally, but she was told that he was an active conservative who possessed a mind that lived in the dark ages. Apparently, he not only hated the Coreys, but anyone like them who did not adhere to his primitive beliefs and systems of punishment.

      Margaret Corey did as she said she would. She cleaned up the damage in the shop and had the worst parts fixed by artisans who renovated it to its former glory. There was a small fortune in the will left to her, so she reckoned it would only be fair to use some of it to repair Aunt Clara’s years of careful nurturing in Corey’s Herbs and Simples. All the formalities and necessary arrangements had been completed, which meant that the house was next.

      Fascinated by the immaculate workmanship of the wooden carvings, antiques, and fixtures in Aunt Clara’s house, Maggie spent a whole hour just acquainting herself with the interior of it. The house was very old, very classy, and extremely spooky for a girl from the city with an imagination to boot. Wallpaper adorned the walls, changing in style and color combination with every room she explored, and a particularly fetching stained-glass window broke the monotony between the two landings of the double flight of stairs.

      Creaking under her feet, the wooden floors sounded creepy as she walked and Maggie’s mind introduced all sorts of delightful frights that could erupt any moment. It was the first truly amusing time she had had since arriving and it made her giggle.

      “Ooh, here I come,” she scared herself with an old ghostly rhyme from her school days, “down the stairs, down the hall …”

      Stop it, she told herself, but the smell of the old house instilled a whimsical wonder in her as she traversed the lounge and slipped into a smaller vestibule off another seemingly forgotten spare room.

      Something scratched somewhere inside the small unfurnished room. Maggie stopped in her tracks with a gasp.

      See? I told you to stop with your nonsense! her inner voice reprimanded as her heart began to race. It was late afternoon, but far from dusk, and the yellow glow of the sun colored the wall of the unused room with the occasional shadow courtesy of a spruce outside the window.

      “As if the place could not get more eerie,” she whispered as she listened keenly. Once more the scratching came, more urgently this time, and it sent Maggie shrieking down the hall. She chastised herself for drawing out actual ghosts with her silly little jokes and now she had to live in this house where things were scratching and creaking even in the day.

      A soft, muffled yelp came from the room, but it did not bear any threat. Still, Maggie could not successfully ascertain its origin as the mad scratching continued. Suddenly she realized something that was worse than admitting that she had ghosts.

      “Oh God, no,” she moaned, throwing her head back with a sigh. “Rats. Please, please, Aunt Clara, tell me you don’t have rats!”

      Having found a plausible explanation for the incessant scratching, Maggie stole back down the corridor, broom in hand, and ready. It was fortunate that the thirty-four-year-old dressed in sweats and sneakers for that comfortable look, because she prepared herself to jump, run, and stomp today. The scratching came sporadically now, but still from the same place she had now established—the closet in the corner.

      “All right, pal, you had better be alone, because I am not above killing babies,” she growled at the rat on the other side of the door, still hoping that it was a rodent and not something more sinister. Slowly, Maggie reached out to curl her finger around Aunt Clara’s old wardrobe, and with a sudden jerk, she swung the door wide open. A scream escaped Maggie when a black shadow darted out of the shelf and she inadvertently fell back on her butt from the fright.

      On the floor of the closet, she found the shadow, shaking and disoriented.

      “Oh bless!” she wailed. “A kitty cat. Aw!”

      She had heard from the carpenter who fixed the shop cabinet that her aunt used to have a cat and pointed to the blanket on the shop counter with ‘Bramble’ embroidered on it, but Maggie thought that it had run away.

      “Are you Bramble?” she whined in pity for the poor traumatized cat. “Come here.”

      Maggie could see by the looks of the frazzled, shaking feline that he was not doing well. Clearly, he was dehydrated and starving, the inside of the closet door displaying his desperate attempts at escape, yet he stayed inside the closet. Only when she reached in and picked him up did he open his drooping eyes again. Maggie wrapped him up in a blanket and brought him with her to the kitchen where she prepared some warm milk and looked for something to feed him.

      “Strange,” she frowned as she rummaged through the cupboards for cat food, “there is nothing here but human food, my darling. No canned fish or pellets, nothing.”

      Behind her, the fridge mysteriously opened and she heard the black cat meowing at something inside. Maggie came over to see and chuckled.

      “That? You want casserole leftovers?” she smiled.

      Weakly, the cat meowed in response, and went to lie down on the blanket.
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      At East Slope Veterinary, things were quite hectic for a usually lazy Thursday. Only one veterinarian was on duty today, meaning that the veterinary technician had her hands full. There was an influx of pets after the previous night’s brief fireworks display in the town square. Many cats and dogs had taken to running when the clapping lit up the sky for the local festival, while others were a little shaken by the thunderous ruckus. Mostly children came in to have the veterinarian establish if their pets were okay, and it was darling, but really so unnecessary. At least, that was in the opinion of blundering twenty-four-year-old assistant Tracy Guilman.

      “Technician, ma’am,” she corrected the last lady who called her a nurse.

      “How is that different from an assistant or a nurse?” the kooky, plump lady asked in a shrill voice. Her question was sincere, but oh-so-hard on the ear.

      “Well,” Tracy hesitated, mostly because she had no good explanation to prove the lady wrong, “that is … not … so very different. The correct term is technician, that is all.”

      “So you’re an assistant,” the lady shrugged. “You prepare the animals, you check their vitals and background, right? Right? That is an assistant, no matter how you spell it, sweetie.”

      Tracy really did not have time to argue over semantics and besides, the woman was not entirely incorrect in her assumption, so Tracy elected to smile and accept the label.

      Assistant.

      How she hated the word. It made her sound like a secretary.

      An hour later, Tracy could finally sit down for a quick chicken wrap. The clinic was empty and the veterinarian was outside for a smoke break. Taking a nice deep breath, the African American veterinary technician took a brief moment of reprieve from the scratches and bites she had been dealt all day.

      “Excuse me, assistant?” she heard a woman say from the front desk.

      Tracy’s eyes bulged in frustration as she mumbled obscenities through her full mouth. When she got up, she spilled ketchup all over her scrubs. She wiped it off roughly with a water wipe. “Klutz!” she muttered, Swallowing big chunks of tasty food now un-chewed, she emptied her mouth enough to respond. “Be right there!”

      When she finally had her new latex gloves on to greet the customer and patient, she emerged from the examination room to find a pretty woman, older than herself, cradling a big black cat that looked quite neglected.

      “Hi,” Tracy smiled, “I am the technician here.” She forced the title for the new caller to understand. “What can we do for you today?”

      “My name is Maggie and I found this poor thing stuck in a closet in my new house,” Maggie explained, scrutinizing the ample bloodstains on the girl’s scrubs. “You see, he belonged to my late aunt who recently died.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Tracy immediately sympathized. “I’m Tracy.”

      “He seems to have been trapped in that confined space for a few days and I am awfully concerned, Tracy,” Maggie told the first friendly woman she had encountered for miles. Tracy seemed to be a bit off-kilter with social interaction, but Maggie liked awkward types.

      “And what is your name, handsome?” Tracy asked the cat as she slid a finger over his head and invited Maggie to bring him in the back.

      “His name is Bramble,” Maggie said proudly. “His paws are knackered from clawing at the cupboard door and I think he is malnourished or dehydrated …” She shrugged as Tracy took Bramble and placed him on the examination table. “I don’t know much about animals.”

      Tracy smiled. “No worries, Miss …”

      “Maggie Corey. You can call me Maggie, please,” she told Tracy.

      “All right, Maggie, let me have a look at Bramble,” she said. “He doesn’t look too worse for wear, but you are right. He is quite dehydrated. I’ll just check the regular things and make sure he is all right for your peace of mind, how’s that?”

      “Perfect,” Maggie smiled. “I just need to use your restroom quickly. It was a twenty- minute drive after five cups of tea!”

      Tracy chuckled. “I understand that all too well.”

      While Maggie was in the restroom, she thought of poor Bramble and his loss being bigger than hers. After all, he knew Aunt Clara so much better than she did, and if she was this distraught over Clara’s death, she could imagine how poor Bramble felt. She wondered if he even knew Clara was dead.

      A commotion erupted somewhere in the clinic, provoking Maggie’s curiosity. She promptly opened the door into the reception area, but the madness came from the examination room. When she rounded the door to the back, she found a sight that evoked two reactions from her—befuddlement and amusement.

      The technician had Bramble under one palm, and in her other hand, the glint of a rectal thermometer explained the disagreement between Tracy and Bramble. His low caterwaul was a warning at her third attempt, but Tracy had a system she employed to effectively diagnose the animals. Maggie wanted to help, but she could not stop chuckling from the doorway. The already clumsy technician with the awkward stain on her clothes was panting under the effort of positioning the very unwilling black cat in her care. Every time she aimed the end of the probe at the so-called bullseye, the cat would writhe and hiss.

      “He is really strong! Almost as strong as a human!” Tracy smiled stupidly through the sweat beads on her forehead and the dodging. “Very … strong cat.”

      One last time she swooped down with the thermometer, but Bramble was having none of it. With a rapid spinning of his hind legs, he took off and leaped from the table. To Maggie’s amazement, he hid behind her ankles, peering between her feet at the molester in the messy scrubs. How dare she?

      “Tracy! Can you answer my phone, please?” the vet called through the window. “I’m only halfway through this Marlboro and I will not surrender it.”

      Maggie giggled heartedly, enjoying her first bout of laughter in days. Tracy excused herself with an embarrassed smile, but as she passed Maggie, Bramble hissed loudly. It startled the technician and she jumped right into the door.

      “Oh my God, be careful!” Maggie cried as the poor girl fixed her hair as if nothing had happened and proceeded to the office.

      Maggie picked up her cat and stroked him. “Don’t you worry, Bramble. It is not just you. Contrary to what some people think, nobody likes that. I promise I will not let her …” she scoffed with laughter, “take your temperature.”

      “It’s your wife, doctor!” Maggie heard Tracy holler. “She says you must put out your cigarette and take the call!”

      Another crash ensued from the office, just before the veterinarian came in with a nod in greeting. When he passed Maggie, he just shook his head, as if he knew what was going on in his office. Maggie laughed as she heard him say, “Geez, Trace, do you need a GPS to walk?”

      “Sorry, doc,” she replied, and Maggie tried in vain to keep a straight face as the girl reentered the examination room. She looked at Maggie with a hopeless expression. In a low tone, she simply reported, “Fell over the phone cord.”

      Maggie could not help it. She burst out laughing, and surprisingly, Tracy cackled with her.

      “I feel so stupid,” she admitted.

      “Don’t, please,” Maggie laughed. “You are the first person that has made me laugh in a very long time and I love you for it!”

      “Then I am happy to be at your service,” Tracy grinned. She looked at Bramble and winked. “No worries, Big Guy. I’ll just tell Doc you don’t show any sign of fever.”

      The two women shared a good laugh and both realized that they had clicked better than most. Neither of them was particularly social and both had a great sense of humor. Before long, Tracy and Maggie had exchanged numbers for that day when they both felt inclined to leave the safety of their home lives.
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      The vet had given Bramble a mild sedative to help him recover from his initial panic and trauma. With the sunset Maggie was driving towards, the sky was painted in magnificent yellows and oranges that captivated her.

      “Look at that, Bramble,” she told the cat that was curled up on her passenger seat. “To think such an amazing view gets overlooked by most people, huh? They are so busy in their offices all day, as I used to slave in culinary school, that they miss out on the big picture, you know?”

      Bramble did nothing. His eyes were closed, but his ears twitched, so she knew he was still awake. Maggie was babbling away about her years in the cooking school and how she loved concocting delicious combinations of ingredients to create something magical. She used that exact word that suddenly made Bramble’s eyes open.

      “Oh, you are awake?” she cried happily, putting her hand on his thick, soft coat. “Don’t fret, Bramble. Once we get home you can sleep it off and feel good as new in the morning.”

      She turned on some music and enjoyed the diminishing light of day and only then did she realize just how exhausted she was from the day’s happenings and stress. Finding Bramble was the first good thing, though. A close second was her new friendship with Tracy at the animal clinic, so the trying day had yielded some delightful surprises after all.

      But little did Maggie know that the day had not yet run out of surprises. In her wake, she saw headlights approach. The car behind her was speeding dangerously, but Maggie kept her speed steady for another mile or so. At once, the trailing car’s high beams came on, practically blinding Maggie in her rearview mirror.

      “Moron!” she growled, lowering her head to keep the light out of her eyes. Her hands were clutching at the steering wheel, her fingers gripping it so tightly that her knuckles literally turned white, but the car behind her refused to let up.

      “Hey! What the hell are you trying to do? Freak!” she shouted as the driver started flashing his lights at her, illuminating her entire car with his sharp flashes. It was becoming dangerously distracting for Maggie, who did not even know the road well enough. She began to panic just a little. “Can you believe this guy, Bramble?”

      Bramble had sat up by now, but Maggie was too busy keeping the car on the road to notice. Not being able to see properly in the flashing lights and bothered by the relentless honking, Maggie’s car occasionally clipped the edge of the tarmac. The tailgater persisted until Maggie’s car began to swerve slightly before he decided to accelerate. From her rear left she watched the lights shifting from their position, erratically floating past the side of her car.

      “Yeah! Yeah, that’s right, idiot! Off you go!” she shouted as the car pulled up beside hers at top speed, but he did not pass. Instead, the obviously inebriated local had his passenger window down, screaming insults at Maggie. At first she thought it was just road rage, but then that all-too-familiar word reared its ugly head again and she realized that this was a personal attack.

      “Go back where you came from, bloody witch!” he shouted at her.

      “What?” Maggie barked with an angry scowl. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “Why don’t you hop on your broom and get the hell out of my town, bitch! You Corey filth!” he persisted in slurs as his car wavered dangerously close to hers.

      “He is trying to run me off the damn road!” she shrieked. Maggie was trying to hold her car steady, but with the sharp turns coming near the entrance of Hope’s Crossing, she was terrified of a collision. The cur in the car next to her, though, did not seem to invite any logic in his survival strategy. All he cared about was running Maggie off the road and hopefully ridding the town of her. That was what it felt like to her, anyway.

      “Go home, Corey!” he shouted, unknowingly making such a fool of himself by telling a Corey to leave Hope’s Crossing, the very town they’d founded. Then again, this was the mentality of the sheep-folk who followed Reverend Mason. These people did not think for themselves and they judged as harshly as their deceptive reverend did.

      “I am home, dimwit,” she sneered back, having reached the end of her tether with the abuse. Everyone’s abuse. “I live here! I am a Corey, do you hear me? I am here to stay!”

      At once, Bramble perked up from his seat and popped his head above the bottom of the window frame. The large black feline’s eyes flashed as he hissed at the man, a terrifying, loud hiss that sounded like a cobra’s attack. Bramble’s mouth stretched wide open in his hostile warning as he delivered a caterwaul that made Maggie’s blood run cold.

      Suddenly, the man lost control of his car. The vehicle careened violently over the lane, no matter how he tried to recover control.

      “Oh my God!” Maggie screamed as she watched the car’s headlights bob and jerk into the darkness at the side of the road. With a sudden dip, they stopped moving, and Maggie knew he must have driven into a ditch.

      In the rearview mirror, she watched the lights diminish into the distance and she breathed out a huge sigh of relief. Her body was shivering from the rush of adrenaline that had prepared her for the worst.

      “Calm down,” she repeated with a quiver in her voice. “Calm down. Relax.”

      Bramble sat back down, still looking rather under the weather. Maggie could not help but consider the things the man had said. She was, after all, an extremely observant and deductive person and putting things together was a strong suit she had always possessed. All this about witches was one thing, the ramblings of a superstitious and callous community. However, from what she had just seen the cat accomplish by some strange spell of panic on the other driver, drove another point home. Could there be something unusual about Bramble after all?
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      The town of Hope’s Crossing was quiet this evening, save for the few locals that sought some alcoholic relief and entertainment in the few establishments mostly frequented by tourists. After all, the town had become somewhat of a tourist destination, being so pretty, and apparently, friendly. Of course, the town council made it look that way, while it kept a keen eye on outsiders. As long as the latter brought money into the town’s infrastructure (and a bit on the side, of course), they were tolerated.

      It was not tourist season now, but there was still the odd transient or traveler seeking refuge from the long road. Tonight was one of those nights where the town seemed less threatening. People were dotting the park and some were window-shopping after a meal at the local restaurants. For once, Hope’s Crossing was almost pleasant.

      As Maggie drove up the main street, fresh from her harrowing ordeal, she was greeted with the gentle atmosphere she direly needed to recover from the recent offense on the mountainous road outside of town. Even the lanterns and the lights set up in the trees looked somehow lighter, as if there were fairies kindling it.

      “You feeling okay, my dear Bramble?” she asked the cat that was purring in the passenger seat. Unexpectedly, he looked up at her with his big green eyes and gave her a long, lazy meow that she found indescribably cute. Like a child, she babbled incoherently in an unintelligible language most people use when confronted with cute animals. Bramble could not help but relish her fingers running through his coat and how wonderful it felt when Maggie scratched the underside of his jaw. It was a sensation he sorely missed now that his beloved Clara was gone.

      “You want to get something to eat?” she smiled. “I might not be able to buy any fast food from the snobs here, but I can whip us up something divine. What do you say?”

      Again, she was ecstatic about the cat’s meow in response.

      “You are so adorable, Bramble! It is almost as if you understand me! I love it,” she went on, while all Bramble could think of was that promise of good food. “Let me just park off the road and we can see if there is anything nice to still our nerves and fill our bellies, all right?”

      Maggie parked her car and wrapped her cat up in her embrace. Kicking the door shut, she breathed in the fresh evening air, ignoring the usual glares from the occasional local who crossed the road. She had become sadly accustomed to it by now, but when she passed Corey’s Herbs and Simples on her way to the gate of the premises, she saw something that had her temper flaring again. On the sidewalk in front of the shop, a black mess stained the concrete. It looked like scorch marks in front of the shop and it infuriated her, but she was grateful that no damage had come to the shop this time.

      “Oh, for the love of …” she pursed her lips and walked briskly into the yard. When Maggie got to the house, she laid Bramble on the sofa and immediately punched in the sheriff’s number. Enough was enough.

      “Have I not endured enough in this godforsaken town yet tonight? Now I have to come home to this? I don’t think so!” she ranted as she waited for the sheriff to answer.

      “Hope’s Crossing County Sheriff,” he answered the call himself, which surprised Maggie a bit.

      “Sheriff Walden? Maggie Corey here,” she tried to even her voice to be polite while exasperated, a fine art she had almost mastered by now.

      “Miss Corey … Maggie,” he said, secretly stifling a sigh. “What can I do for you?”

      “I would like to report vandalism to my property, sheriff,” she said bluntly. Deep inside, she felt kind of proud of herself for calling it her property so casually. She almost felt like a success, no matter how small. “Someone burned something on the sidewalk in front of the shop and I would like you to come out and have a look at it, please. I have had enough of this incessant target practice on my family. Just please come out and file a report.”

      “On my way,” he said plainly and hung up the phone.

      “A little rude, I’d say,” she mumbled. Her eyes caught sight of poor Bramble, high on sedatives and yet paying attention to her every word. He was remarkable, she thought, replaying the recent event in her head and recollecting the immense strangeness of it, in hindsight. It was as if the cat knew what would happen, as if he did it on purpose, but her common sense doused such a suspicion and she went outside the gate to wait for Carl Walden to show up.

      A mild breeze pampered her face and rocked her slightly unkempt braid as she waited on the sidewalk. She grew impatient and angry every time she looked at the black burns in front of Corey’s Herbs and Simples, but upon closer inspection, she noticed that the burn marks were confined to an abrupt crescent that indicated some kind of object in the way. Only on the one side, the side of the shop, did the marks have a distinct cut-off line, where the other side bled out gradually as the heat damaged was reduced.

      “Peculiar,” she said, studying the strange phenomenon. “What was shielding the damage? Did they put something down on one side that blocked off the fire?”

      “You know, talking to yourself is the last thing you want to be seen doing in this town, Maggie Corey,” the sheriff said from behind her.

      With a start and an awkward chuckled, she stood up and shook her head. It was the first time she had ever seen Carl Walden smile and it was not an altogether unpleasant sight. He towered over her with his strong, robust presence and his contrasted sad eyes, waiting for her to say something.

      “I have been getting only the highest quality advice from this particular source, I will have you know,” she jested, arms folded over her zipped-open hoodie. “Why? What is the consensus here about people who talk to themselves?”

      “The consensus here should never apply, Maggie. Just a personal opinion,” he smiled.

      “Tell me about it,” she sighed, not even ready to relay to Carl what had happened before she found the scorch marks. He automatically sank to his haunches to investigate the marks, running his thick fingers over the stains.

      “Do you want to lodge an official charge?” he asked. “There is no damage to the property, to be honest.”

      She had to concede that he had a point, even though she was worried that the next attempt would be successful. “I suppose,” she answered, “but if this persists, it is only going to get worse every time. I mean, what if I end up like Aunt Clara? I bet you she had a lot of this treatment before someone actually killed her and I am going down that same road, sheriff.”

      “No, you are not. I will not let anything happen to you,” he spat out a bit too eagerly, creating a slightly awkward moment which he quickly talked over. “I have to apologize for the way this town’s people have been treating you. They have always been this …” He could not find a word that was not insulting to his fellow townspeople.

      “Petty?” she asked.

      “That is a good word, yes. A fine word, although it is merely the summit of that mountain,” he admitted. Maggie nodded.

      “So they treated Aunt Clara like this too?” she asked.

      Carl nodded contritely. “They did. They never stopped being callous and judgmental towards her because of her family name.”

      “How does that make sense? That is ridiculous,” she retorted.

      “Oh, it is very plausible when you consider that the Reverend Mason and his closest acolytes have harbored a grudge against the Corey name since forever,” Carl explained.

      “So this is about a feud between the town and my family?” she asked.

      “More like a feud between the Reverend Mason and your family, but you know how it is. The weak and uninformed will follow anyone and the town is unfortunately at his beck and call. Whatever disease he spits out, they spread around,” he rambled, unaware that he was revealing too much about his personal feelings towards the church he himself belonged to.

      While it was evident that Carl was so open about the town and its people, Maggie thought that this would be the opportune time to ask the most important question. She had to confront the notion that had been hounding her all this time.

      “Sheriff, why do these people keep calling me a witch?” she asked.

      Carl Walden looked startled by her question and quickly looked at his watch.

      “Oh, I am sorry, Maggie. I have to go and pick up my daughter from ballet class. What do you know, I am late already,” he stammered and started walking to his vehicle.

      “But you haven’t …” she tried, but abandoned the effort when she saw him get in the car and shut the door. He waved at her with a polite nod and a smile and all Maggie could do was wave back.
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      The wind was raging outside her window, but Maggie felt strangely safe as she stared at the wall of her bedroom. From the streetlamp, a faint light fell into her room in streaks, and for some reason it calmed her. The incident with the man tailgating her was still fresh in her mind and she often found herself wondering what had become of him after his car got stuck in the ditch. Perhaps it was all the hostility the town had treated her with since she had arrived, but Maggie discovered that she had gradually become more indifferent.

      Aunt Clara’s big black cat was lying at the foot of her bed, paws and belly up as he slumbered happily. Again, the recollection of the madman in the swerving car haunted her. The way in which the cat hissed at him. Bit by bit, the incident played out in sections.

      “You’re doing it again, brain,” she mumbled, pulling up her covers as the wind rattled her windows. “Shut off and go to sleep, dammit!”

      She wished that she could sleep like Bramble. “Just look at that. Not a care in the world,” she remarked with a sigh of defeat. While she was unable to fall asleep, she figured she might as well make plans for her immediate future in Hope’s Crossing. She assumed that Aunt Clara’s invitation had more merit than she initially suspected. She was going to train Maggie to work in the shop, which meant that she intended on her niece being her replacement of sorts.

      It was too soon, was it not, to open the shop again? Should she? Should she rather sell it and try to make a life somewhere else? Bramble’s paws fell gently on her bedcovers and he strolled towards her belly, where he casually curled up to continue his nap a bit closer to her. It made Maggie smile. For the first time in a long while she felt just a little important to someone, even if that someone was a cat. Suddenly, Maggie knew that she had to stay, as if Bramble’s random act instilled a silent beckoning in her.

      “All right, you persuaded me,” she whispered as she stroked his head.

      

      The next day was mild and peaceful. Maggie had taken a stroll through the gardens to see what kind of maintenance she needed to take care of. Much of the place was natural garden, so there was not a lot of landscaping to worry about, but the grass was getting a bit long. In the left greenhouse, she noted that there were some empty pots with bags of soil that had not been tended to.

      With Bramble coiling at her ankles, Maggie took stock of everything—including the actual stock. In the shop, she had made notes of merchandise Aunt Clara kept. The old lady’s books were organized, but hardly professional. By these ledgers and slips, Maggie could ascertain the nature and quantity of stock her aunt used to have in the store before it was so brutally destroyed.

      On her laptop, she checked online for a local landscaper for the lawns. The yard would look even more fetching once the edges were trimmed a little. Besides, if she was going to stay and continue Aunt Clara’s legacy at Corey’s Herbs and Simples, she had better improve the view from the street. While she was at it, she decided to go and apply for her business license to get the ball rolling. She grabbed her purse and set out to Otto’s Garden Services down the road, but Bramble trailed at her heels.

      “Go back, honey,” she told the cat, but he looked up at her and meowed. “Go. You wait here. I won’t be long.”

      As she turned, he darted ahead, out the door, and trotted to her car. Against her protests, he persisted, circling the car as she approached.

      “You can’t come with me, Bramble,” she chuckled. “I can’t carry a big cat around town all day.”

      But he answered in a determined meow that made her laugh. It was as if he could understand her, as if he was actually conversing with her. Eventually, Maggie surrendered and allowed Bramble to hop in the car with her.

      “You know I am going out to do business, right?” she asked him as she drove. “This is not an outing for fun and there will be no food.”

      She had to laugh at the slight dip of Bramble’s head and low grunt that escaped him in response. He looked away, as if he shunned her for such a blasphemy. When she arrived at Otto’s Garden Services, she told her cat to stay in the car. “I cracked a window and I won’t be long, okay?” she smiled at him.

      A middle-aged man with a potbelly and dirty blond hair was busy fixing a lawnmower when she entered through the open garage door of the business. Two other men were busy unloading some garden tools onto a trailer, but they ceased their activities to ogle the attractive, athletic woman with the powerful blue eyes. As she passed, ignoring them deliberately, their eyes were on the shape of her body, although their demeanors were rooted in disdain.

      “Pity,” said the one. Maggie heard him, but paid no attention.

      “I know, right? What a waste of a nice ass,” the other one sneered loudly on purpose.

      “Come now, boys,” the potbellied man reprimanded them as he stood up to meet Maggie. He was wiping his greasy hands with the rag, but it was not to clean up for a handshake. “Finish loading up those tools.”

      “Hi,” Maggie smiled. “Are you Otto?”

      “I am,” he said, biting the side of his lip. “Why?”

      “Oh, I was just wondering if I could make an appointment or something,” she chuckled awkwardly, “for my lawn to be mowed sometime this week?”

      “Sorry, no can do,” he replied so briskly that she hardly finished her sentence.

      “Okay, then how about next week?” she asked.

      “Nope. We are booked solid,” he said.

      “Booked solid? What are you, a hotel?” she snapped, clear on what was once again happening. “You cut grass, Otto, you don’t host heads of state. How long could you possibly take to mow a small lawn?”

      “Oh my dear, I can mow your lawn in ten minutes,” he smirked, “but why do you need us? Can’t you just say a magic spell to keep your grass short?”

      They all burst out laughing as Maggie stormed off past the tools. She turned around one more time and said, “If I could do such things, I know exactly where I would tell that rake to lodge itself!”

      With their cackles of ridicule echoing in her furious ears, she slammed her car door so hard that she thought it would come off. “I am so goddamn tired of this! Morons! I wish I was a witch! Then I would clean up the crap in this town!”

      Bramble hissed, but Maggie was so upset that she could cry. Without even thinking, she stepped on the accelerator and drove away with screeching tires. Livid, Maggie was unable to speak because she was afraid of what manner of curses would come out as she raced to the town council for her business license application.

      “I hope the town clerk has better manners or I swear to God, Bramble …” she seethed.

      Maggie expected the worst when she walked into the converted law office that served as the local council chambers. She had everything she needed to file for the license, but by now, Maggie was well aware of how things worked in Hope’s Crossing—especially when you were a Corey. Armed with a predisposed assertive manner, she briskly walked through the small lobby that led to the offices. A short, plump woman greeted her. Her thick glasses, tight ponytail, and conservative clothing said it all. She had it in for Maggie Corey.

      “Good morning, dear,” the woman smiled warmly. “And what can we do for you today?”

      Maggie searched the statement for sarcasm or some kind of malice, but found none. It was a rather bewildering moment, so she elected to answer the lady with something that was firm, but polite.

      “Good morning,” Maggie said, pulling out her large brown envelope containing all the necessary documents, “I would like to file for a business license for Corey’s Herbs and Simples, please.”

      Here it comes,’ she thought to herself. Here come the snide remarks and the excuses and the looks and smirks …

      The woman took the envelope and adjusted her spectacles as she pulled out a handful of folios. She paused, perusing the first page and raising an eyebrow. She looked back up at Maggie’s stone face and smiled kindly. “Well of course, Miss Corey. Come into the office so that I can give you the proper documentation to fill out and we’ll have you done in no time, I am sure.”

      What? Maggie practically shouted in her head. Just like that?

      Less than an hour later, a beaming Maggie Corey emerged from the town council offices, quite the contrary to what Bramble saw at Otto’s Garden Services. Looking like a schoolgirl that just scored well on a test, she crept towards the car with a big smile.

      “Can you believe it, Bramble?” she asked jovially as they headed back home. “Not a single scoff or catty remark? In Hope’s Crossing? I mean, she just did her job and that was that! I can’t believe it!”

      Meow.

      “I know, I know,” she answered Bramble. “You must be hungry. Don’t worry. I am famished myself!”

      Maggie’s moods always determined her appetite and when she was happy, she cooked. Even if she could not eat half of the dish she prepared, she cooked up a storm. After all, that was her thing, right? Well, she thought so. Bramble did not leave her side for one moment, always insisting on traveling with her in the car, always following her around the house, and always curling up on her bed with her. She was not used to a companion; not one that actually gave a damn about her anyway, but this was darling.

      When the night became old and the mantle clock struck midnight, Bramble found her in the lounge while she was watching a movie on her laptop.

      “Oh, hey you!” she smiled as she reached for her tea. “What have you got there?”

      In his mouth, he carried a small object that he must have fished out from somewhere in the house. It was a tarnished old key, no bigger than a digit on Maggie’s finger. She took it, scrutinizing the small antique trinket with great wonder.

      “This is beautiful, Bramble,” she smiled, playing with the item between her fingers. It was not the first thing the cat had brought her, but she chalked his clinginess up to kitty trauma from the loss of his Clara. Still, it was endearing and special to her that he would appreciate her so much, apart from the fact that she took care of him. It was not the first time he’d brought her a random object. Earlier he had delivered a small piece of paper and a ribbon. Now it was a key. Maggie was just grateful that her cat did not drag in dead rats and birds.

      “You are a feline of great taste, monsieur,” she winked at him as she put the key on the mantle. “No dead birds from you. Oh no, you bring fancy things, pretty things.” Upon this new delivery, Maggie thought to have a look at the scrap of paper he had brought her before. It was folded on top of the mantle as well, where she had been collecting everything he brought her.

      “What is this?” she asked with big eyes, looking at Bramble. “A treasure map, perhaps?”

      When she unfolded the old piece of paper, she realized that it was a note to the cat sitter a few months before. Maggie’s curious eyes scanned the concise letter of instruction that indicated that Bramble was to be given an array of listed herbal teas, but the next notation was peculiar.

      “Loin?” Maggie frowned in amusement. “Salmon, pasta, and steak? Wow, you really do have good taste, Bramble, if this is what Aunt Clara fed you. She spoiled you rotten.”

      He meowed and licked his paw in a rather condescending manner that made her giggle.

      “Yes, yes, don’t worry,” she answered as she folded up the paper and replaced it on the mantle. “I will make sure you reap the full benefits of having a qualified chef at your beck and call.”

      There was no question in Bramble’s mind. He had tasted her cooking before when she first fed him the stuff he had ‘accidentally’ showed her in the fridge. Her cooking was delicious, and he wanted to keep her.
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      Salem Funeral Directors had contacted Maggie to let her know when Clara’s funeral was to be held. She hardly felt it necessary to put the notice in the paper, not with the kind of treatment both she and Clara had been subjected to. If anyone wanted to come, they would contact her to find out, in her opinion. As long as she was there with Bramble, Maggie knew it did not matter who else attended.

      “Bramble?” she called, but the cat was nowhere to be found. “I made you some lemon meringue pie!” she cried and waited. “That should get him here in a flash,” she chuckled to herself. Still, he did not come, which was very strange for the hedonistic feline she was spoiling. “Bramble?”

      Maggie decided to go and look for him. She was not going to let her confection go to waste on just one small helping and an absent cat. Barefoot, she walked up the stairs while the wooden floors creaked under her weight. The dark wallpaper and soft ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway looked and sounded desolate, but she had to find Bramble.

      “What are you doing?” she called again as she heard that familiar scratching she had heard once before when she’d freed him from the closet where he was trapped. “Bramble? Are you caught again?”

      He was not, but he was in the same wardrobe, scratching at that very floor where he had been lying exhausted when she first found him. Pawing the thin, pressed wood incessantly, he meowed when she discovered him.

      “What is this?” she asked. “Are you trying to tell me something? Are you trying to show me something?”

      Maggie crouched to see what was there. Where Bramble was scratching, the panel was loose. It looked like a hidden compartment, but on one of the sides of the rectangular panel, Maggie saw a small keyhole.

      “Hey,” she marveled, “I know what would fit in that keyhole, Bramble.”

      With that, she quickly rushed to the mantle where she kept the little key her cat had brought her. Upon returning, she unlocked the secret compartment in Clara’s old wardrobe and found a number of old journals stacked inside.

      “Wow,” she gasped as she reached in to retrieve the books, bound in black and brown leather and clasped at the side, “this stuff looks old!” She turned the volumes over to assess their overall condition, bar the dust. “And valuable!”

      There were six books in all. One was labeled The Journal of Clara Corey—20th and 21st Century—and it was magnificent. Black leather adorned the covers, with the once-gilded inscription now reduced to flaked bronze letters. Maggie marveled at the craftsmanship of whoever had fashioned this handstitched book while Bramble looked on with great satisfaction.

      The blue-eyed niece of Clara Corey flicked her roughshod braid back over her shoulder and took up the other books. Each was marked with the same title, save for the particular generation pertaining to each book.

      “Five volumes of Corey Family History across so many generations,” Maggie whispered in awe as she examined the brown leather books that all resembled one another. “You know, Bramble, I literally know nothing about my family history besides what my mom told me in drips and drabs through the years. Auntie Clara’s funeral is only tomorrow, so I think I am going to serve your lunch and then take some time to read through this stuff.”

      Bramble thought it was an excellent idea and already started towards the corridor. Maggie gathered up the heavy old books and closed the closet door, adamant to find out more about Aunt Clara’s life here in Hope’s Crossing. She had never known her aunt very well and with the rumors about how she was treated in this town, it would only be informative to read her journal. After all, that was what journals were for—to educate in the subjective view of incidents and events during a certain lifetime.

      When the midday sun passed over the stately old Corey house, Bramble curled up on the bay window cushions and enjoyed the warmth on his full belly. Maggie was nibbling on popcorn as she settled on the couch near the hearth to read Clara’s journal, which had started recording the local goings-on in Clara’s life only as recently as a year before.

      “She must have some other journals lying about, right, Bramble?” Maggie asked the cat, but he was snoozing. “No worries. This one will do for now. At least it is the latest.”

      In the journal, Maggie read about Clara’s toils with the townspeople and how she was treated as an outsider in the very town her own family founded. She spoke of that same preacher the funeral director told Maggie about, the somber and bigoted Reverend Mason, and how he was behind all the hate and discord between her family and the residents of the town. The journal also reported on silly little things like the day Clara burned her hand on the edge of the pot and Bramble’s rough tongue took to licking the sore skin. Clara wrote about how sweet he was in trying to heal her that way (though she did not say why or conveyed the outcome) and how she could not imagine life here without Bramble.

      “I am beginning to see why you would say that, Auntie Clara,” Maggie muttered through a mouthful of popcorn, casting a quick glance to the sleeping cat that resembled a hairy shadow in the window.

      There was something almost human about him, Maggie thought. Although she knew that most pet owners thought of their animals as people, this one was a tad too perceptive to just be considered an intelligent species. Whenever she addressed him, he seemed to understand not only her words, but the context of it, something most pets were not capable of as far as she knew.

      She carried on reading amidst the tick-tock of the mantle clock and the old doowop radio station in the kitchen as the sun gradually lengthened the shadows in the garden. In the journal Maggie found some odds and ends of recipes jotted down, some in part, some squeezed into the margin.

      “You had the weirdest culinary methods, Aunt Clara,” Maggie remarked in amusement as she looked through the unorthodox combinations of ingredients that, in Maggie’s opinion, would not make for a particularly good-tasting result. However, she trusted that Clara had a reason for her strange tastes and combinations. After all, she was known for her great recipes throughout her life. Perhaps, Maggie reckoned, this was where she’d inherited the ability to make magic in a kitchen. Even her French chef teacher at the academy said so.

      Nearer to the middle of the journal, Maggie read about herself. Clara had been very excited about her niece coming to live with her, which made Maggie smile. The words Clara used were tender and understanding, almost sympathetic, to Maggie’s crumbling marriage and the cheating husband she had to support. Clara wrote about how a scourge had hit the town and left the locals stumped and panicking—a bout of measles.

      While she read, entranced by Clara’s accounts, Maggie’s fingers blindly felt for more popcorn, but only found grains of salt and hard un-popped kernels.

      “Damn, just when I get to the good part,” she complained.

      In the passages, there was tell of the church people praying and sending thoughts, not surprisingly to no avail, yet they refused even to consider to allow their ailing children some of her remedies. Maggie could feel the frustration in Clara’s words, how she’d tried to help the poor sick children and yet had been once again maligned and shunned out of spite. Unconsciously, Maggie shook her head as she read the account, feeling exactly the same about her own persecution at the hands of the ignorant locals.

      Feeling a strange urge to page ahead, she noticed that the part she was reading was in fact the last entry in the journal before Clara passed away. This gave the words even more meaning to Maggie. Clara told of how she’d conspired with her neighbor to get her curative soup to the sick children, pretending to be just another dish at the biweekly potluck.

      “You clever old goose, you!” Maggie chuckled heartily at her lovably conniving aunt. “Well done! Looks like I inherited more than cooking skills from you, Auntie Clara.”

      With even more zeal, Maggie read on, eager to see if the children got better, but instead she was offered a nasty piece of news in the final paragraph.

      The children recovered completely, and yet I was unfortunately exposed by the very person who helped me, it said in cursive letters. But Sharon did not mean to. Her drinking has always made trouble for her, but this time it made trouble for me. Had she not gotten herself inebriated again at the party, she would not have blabbered and left me to the wolves. Alcohol really is the devil’s piss.

      “Oh my God, to that I can attest, Auntie Clara,” Maggie said, her brow lined with pity and concern. She knew what alcohol could do to a marriage, for one, but here it just about stated plainly that it was directly connected to Clara’s last days. “The neighbor, huh? I think I had better pay her a visit and get to the guts of this mystery. I know! I will invite her to the funeral tomorrow, if she was not going to come. Perfect cover for my own little investigation.”

      Maggie got up to go and prepare her garb for the funeral, intent on confronting this neighbor about her aunt’s fate. Bramble opened one of his eyes by a hair, watching the lean lady of the house ascend the steps, and then he closed his eye again, content that she was on the right track.
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      In the neighboring yard, the garden had become neglected. From the gate to the house ran a narrow concrete walkway, now cracked and overrun by weeds that claimed it. The lawn was in disarray and long grass hid the once-colorful garden gnomes that decorated the yard. Rust had eroded the fence and gate, the latter hanging from just one hinge. As for the house, the shingles were neglected and the gutters brimmed with leaves from the overhanging oak tree branches.

      Inside, however, things were quite cheery—at least superficially. Behind the yellow and green pastel curtains, the smell of rum and vanilla prevailed. Loud music was playing in the living room where the party never stopped. The sole occupant of the dismally unkempt house, Sharon Blake, was having a great time in her deluded mind. She had come home with a brand- new bottle of rum and some fresh donuts from the bakery.

      Since her friend’s death, she had abandoned all discipline and ambition in her life, little as there had been initially. Now she did not care anymore just how much she drank. It made her happy. When she drank, Sharon felt temporarily worthy. Bottles of liquor were like friends to her, nice surprises she kept for herself for when she felt down … and she always felt down.

      The chubby blonde was jiving around to the music as a knock rattled her front door. Naturally, she ignored it. So many sounds fooled her when she was intoxicated and she had learned not to pay attention to all those silly knocks and creaks, because usually, it was just the drink talking. Again, the knock came from the front door with more urgency.

      “No!” Sharon moaned. “Go away.”

      After but a moment, the knocking became a hammering.

      “Okay, all right,” she slurred. “That sounds like an actual knock.”

      Sharon opened the door. In front of her stood an athletic beauty in her thirties, dressed in sweats and sneakers. In her hand, she held a bottle of wine. Luckily for Sharon, it was one of her favorite brands. Almost all of them was her favorite brand, actually.

      “Hello,” she said to the pretty woman with the piercing blue eyes. “Is that wine for me?”

      “Sharon? Sharon Blake?” the woman asked, but Sharon’s eyes were on the label, so she just nodded absentmindedly. “My name is Maggie.”

      “Hey, Maggie,” Sharon smiled, trying to place the familiar name.

      “Maggie Corey,” Maggie added, and her hostess literally gasped.

      “Maggie? Maggie—Clara’s niece—Maggie?” she asked, but she was fully aware that Clara’s niece had arrived in town. After all, Maggie had been the talk of the town since she arrived, so naturally Sharon was aware that she had arrived, and Maggie knew this.

      “Listen, Sharon,” she said, handing Sharon the bottle of wine, “I just wanted to drop in and invite you to attend Clara’s funeral tomorrow at Salem’s Hallows Cemetery. It would be nice to have you there, having been her friend and all.”

      Maggie wondered why Sharon had not shown herself since her arrival in Hope’s Crossing and she could not figure out why the tipsy woman would even try to pretend that she did not know Maggie was living next door.

      Sharon’s nonchalance had vanished as she asked Maggie in, but she could feel the advent of sadness and shame take hold of her. Maggie tried not to show her shock at the state of the house, but she knew this was not the display of some lazy housewife. This was a serious problem embedded in guilt, manifesting as alcoholism. She should know. She had seen it before.

      “Sorry I haven’t been around to say hi,” Maggie started, trying her best to sound cordial. “I have been so busy with the funeral arrangements and trying to fix the shop and all that stuff.”

      Maggie could see the reaction of the plump alcoholic every time she mentioned the funeral. Every time she said something that referred to the fact that Clara was dead, Sharon cringed as if someone was pelting her with rocks. There had to be a reason for such guilt and it made Maggie suspicious of Sharon’s involvement in Clara’s demise.

      “No, Maggie, I am the sorry one,” Sharon said. Her lip was quivering, but she was fighting to compose herself. “My God, you look so much like her!”

      “That is some compliment,” Maggie smiled, hoping that Sharon would explain the things she held secret. “I was shattered to arrive here and find that I was too late to save her … to ever speak to her again.”

      That did it for Sharon. The guilt was overwhelming. “Oh my God, Maggie, I can’t bear this anymore! Please, you have to forgive me! By God, you have to! I never meant it.”

      She broke down in tears, clutching at her new wine bottle for comfort, but Maggie could see that it was no act. Quickly she sat down next to Sharon on the couch, putting her hand on the women’s jerking shoulder as she sobbed and babbled away.

      “I was helping her with the kiddos and they were so sick and Clara’s magic was so good,” she rambled and sniffed, burying her face in her hands. Maggie took the teetering bottle from Sharon’s lap and gave her a tissue.

      “Her what?” she asked Sharon.

      “Her magic,” the blonde lush shrugged nonchalantly. “That was what cured those children, you know.”

      “Clara’s … magic,” Maggie frowned as she repeated the strange phrase. She reckoned it was part of the intoxicated woman’s vocabulary when she had a bit too much sauce, but it kept happening.

      “That’s right, Maggie,” Sharon sniffed. “My God, I feel so bad. So very bad for what I did. I should never have mouthed off like that about Clara’s magical abilities and her wonderful broth that she conjured up with all that ancient family knowledge.”

      Again with the magic stuff, Maggie mentioned in her thoughts. What on earth is wrong with this woman?

      It was ludicrous, but Sharon persisted with the terminology that utterly confused Clara’s niece. Sharon’s incessant babbling about how guilty she felt left Maggie with a suspicion she had hoped not to harbor, but in the presence of so much alcohol, there was bound to be some emotional outbursts with some odd references.

      “What happened after you divulged the … um, information about my aunt, Sharon?” Maggie tried to ask matter-of-factly.

      “They all looked shocked that I would just talk outright about Clara having used magic to help the children, but I must say, they didn’t look very surprised. Only looked at one another with those,” she pulled an ugly face, “judgmental, stuck-up attitudes. Idiots.”

      “Okay, and what did they say?” Maggie pressed, eager to hear if anyone made a threatening statement or implicated themselves in some plan to murder Clara.

      Sharon looked absolutely gutted. Her gaze fell to the ground as she contemplated it all, but she said nothing. All she preferred to do right now was drink, and she did.

      “Sharon?” Maggie urged, but Sharon just took another swig straight out of the bottle and shook her head. Her body began to shake violently again as sobs overcame her, but she said nothing to answer Maggie. Instead, she offered more wine.

      “No thanks, Sharon. I brought that for you,” Maggie sighed. “I had better be off. Long day tomorrow. You will be there, right?”

      Sharon looked up through her soaked red eyes and nodded, but her expression was dire and filled with sorrow. There was no doubt that she was feeling deeply contrite about something, but Maggie hoped her contrition was for babbling and not for something more than that. Although Maggie could not really see a character like Sharon orchestrating anyone’s murder, she had to have been involved in some way. Nobody cried that much over something they accidentally said, she figured. Maggie left Sharon’s messy house, where the lights and music played for nothing and the only essence in the house was that of sorrow and regret.
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      On the morning of Clara’s funeral, Maggie could not help but replay the conversation with Sharon Blake repeatedly in her head. That word—magic—everywhere. It stumped her, still, but for now, she had to get her aunt Clara to rest. Bramble was purring in the morning sun as they drove through to Salem for the burial.

      “For what it’s worth, it is a far more beautiful cemetery than the flowery nonsense they have at Hope’s Crossing Graveyard,” Maggie told her cat, who sat in the passenger seat as per usual. “You will see, Bramble. It is nice and shady. I remember Aunt Clara once joking about her grave having to be in the company of oak trees and not some flat, sunny patch.” Maggie smiled in reminiscence as they arrived at the town welcome sign. She looked at Bramble and chuckled. “Imagine that. ‘Flat, sunny patch.’”

      Not surprisingly, when they arrived at the church, there were practically no attendants. Maggie had no problem with that. She only wanted people there who knew and loved Clara, not an entire town of backstabbers and charlatans coming to judge her. The old church was small for a Late Gothic Revival style building, but it only added to the personal and peaceful setting of its interior. It boasted a large round stained-glass window that invited the sunrays in to create a kaleidoscope of colors upon the white walls that bordered the pulpit and altar.

      The church organ played a somber tune that Maggie did not know and the soft breeze that stirred the entrances of the church animated the velvet trimmings that adorned the doorways. As she walked down the aisle to the front pew, her eyes fell on the modest casket topped with bouquets of flowers. To the right, there was a picture of the kind, humorous Clara, a perfect likeness of her later days. Her naughty smile and glinting, friendly eyes forced Maggie’s heart into a corner. Sadness and happiness, love and loss all danced in a circle around her demeanor, but she settled on love and sat down to listen to the organ music.

      Footsteps echoed through the vast interior of the empty church and a respectful murmuring ensued near the entrance in the back that forced Maggie to turn and see who had come. A few rows from the front, she saw the sheriff of Hope’s Crossing and his daughter. They nodded in greeting when she looked at them and Maggie immediately felt better. She smiled at them, but then a shadow caught her attention in the periphery of her eye. Sharon Blake’s podgy figure was draped in a conservative frock. Amazingly, it had taken a funeral to make Sharon abandon her pastel fetish and dress in black for one whole day. She lifted a hesitant hand to Maggie to acknowledge her from behind dark glasses. Maggie guessed that the hangover did not flatter Sharon’s complexion this morning and nodded in return, trying not to smirk. At least someone had bothered to show up and luckily it was the less rigid lot who actually tolerated Clara Corey when she lived in Hope’s Crossing.

      The service was not something elaborate, as Clara would not have wanted something overly religious and counterfeit to lay her to rest. Maggie was not sure of her aunt’s religious affiliations or preferences, but she did know that Clara had never been a church person. In fact, the church funeral was simply a formality, according to Maggie, to give her aunt a proper burial with proper ceremony.

      After the service, the hearse ferried Clara’s coffin to Hallows Cemetery with four cars in tail. Maggie’s was first in line with three behind her. It was a little peculiar to Maggie, because only Sharon and the Waldens had attended the service as far as she knew.

      “Who is the extra car?” she wondered aloud, peeking in her rearview mirror. “Oh well, a lot of people don’t like to attend the church service, so they probably just came out for the burial. Poor Auntie Clara. If you only knew who your true friends were,” Maggie sighed as the procession crawled along the meandering path through Salem’s beautiful cemetery with no shortage of trees and shade. Most of the tombstones near the middle were very old, probably reminiscent of the early Salem and its inhabitants. Bramble perked up again, looking out the window just like that night when the car was tailgating them.

      “Are you enjoying the peace, Bramble?” Maggie smiled as the cat surveyed the antique headstones they drove past. “Or are you a bit of a historian?”

      Some crooked and some crumbling, some without etching and others discolored by time and damaged by the elements, the old gravestones gave Maggie an ominous chill. She could not help but wonder who lay there and why they died. This was not out of morbidity, but some macabre curiosity that spurred her imagination.

      “Hey, Bramble, imagine how creepy it is here at night,” she jested, secretly reprimanding herself for such whimsical utterings during her aunt Clara’s funeral. Bramble meowed in agreement as his head turned ever so slightly to look back at the part of the cemetery they had passed. Maggie shook her head, thinking about Salem in general.

      “So many innocent women killed,” she clicked her tongue. “So many people persecuted by a small group of superstitious and callous individuals who throw around the name of God as if they are His personal assistants.” Her disapproval simmered dangerously into a gumbo of hatred, intolerance, and contempt for the so-called authorities who were in charge of people’s souls, those wicked men who dared claim that they represented their god.

      A sudden meow from Bramble snapped Maggie out of her prejudice and brewing anger to remind her that she was at Aunt Clara’s funeral and not some witch hunt from ages gone by.

      “Wow, almost lost my concentration there,” she gasped as she brought her car to a halt under the shade of a spruce, but she knew it was more than her concentration that was at play here. Was she developing a good old-fashioned intolerance for the intolerant, or was it just the air of Salem?

      “Thank you so much for coming, sheriff,” Maggie told Carl after dear Clara’s coffin had been lowered into the ground and the minister completed his sermon.

      “We are really very sorry for your loss, Miss Cor—Maggie,” he said awkwardly. Tugging his hand was a skinny little thing, ten years in age, with striking brown eyes, just like her daddy. “Nellie, not now. Have some respect.”

      “Hi, Nellie,” Maggie smiled at the girl. “Thank you for coming too.”

      “Sorry to hear about Miss Clara, Miss Maggie.” The girl’s well-mannered eloquence impressed Clara’s niece. “Daddy,” she said, looking up pleadingly.

      Carl rolled his eyes and sighed in vexation. “Maggie, I am so sorry about this, but Nellie wants me to ask if she can play with your cat until we leave.”

      “Oh!” Maggie chuckled. “You saw Bramble?”

      “Yes, Miss Maggie. I saw him peeking over the window frame of your car. I love that cat, just ask Miss Cla—” she stopped short with a guilty gulp. Nellie realized what she was suggesting. “Um, I mean, Miss Clara used to let me pet him.”

      Maggie ran her index finger along Nellie’s jaw and smiled, “Of course. I am sure he saw you too. Go say hello.”

      “Thank you, thank you!” Nellie cheered as she walked briskly to Maggie’s car.

      “She just loves that cat,” he scoffed in his usual clumsy manner. “Please excuse her.”

      “No worries, sheriff,” she said, watching Sharon still peering over the edge of Clara’s grave.

      “Carl,” he corrected with a boyish smile.

      “Carl,” she repeated. “We are going to have to get used to each other’s first names, I suppose, now that I have decided to stay in this town.”

      Carl liked the boldness in her statement. Not only was she beautiful to look at, but she was also feisty enough to shake up the Hope’s Crossing boredom. At least for him.

      “I see you have met Sharon,” he said. “Poor woman. She was Clara’s best friend, you know.”

      “I figured, because she is absolutely gutted about all this, even though she admitted to inadvertently blurting some things out about my aunt,” Maggie reported. “I guess I must go and say hello to her.”

      “By all means,” he nodded respectfully. “I will keep Nellie from stealing your cat.”

      “Thank you! I am growing quite fond of him,” Maggie said as she headed toward the shaded hole in the ground where her dear Aunt Clara had been interred. Sharon looked apologetic, and a little pathetic as Maggie approached her.

      “Maggie,” she sniffled, “I am so sorry.”

      “I am sorry too, Sharon,” Maggie said as Clara’s friend took her hands in hers. “Thank you so much for coming.”

      “I would never have stayed away. Had to pay my respects. My God, she was my only friend. My only, good, good friend!” Sharon said in a quivering voice. “If I just hadn’t gotten drunk that night!”

      “Listen, you are going to have to take it easy on yourself, Sharon. Everyone makes …”

      Nearby, darkening the ambience and dampening the natural beauty of the greens and foliage, a towering figure lurked. He was staring at the hole in which Clara’s coffin had been lowered.

      “… mistakes,” Maggie finished her sentence upon noticing him. “Excuse me a moment.”

      Maggie recognized him from the day she’d tried to fill up her car at the fuel station. He was the tall old man in black that had stood watching as the clerk belittled her and she did not have to guess who he was.

      “Reverend Mason, I presume,” she said evenly as she approached him. “Enjoying the view?”

      He was a sharp man. It was not hard to pick up on Maggie’s sarcastic hostility. He yielded her a slight smile and nodded. She was surprised at his soft-spoken manner, but his face that day at the garage was burned into page one of her crap codex.

      “I am quite enjoying the view, thank you, dear Margaret,” he replied snidely, hands locked in front of his lower abdomen. “You are too kind.”

      “Kind?” she inquired abruptly.

      He raised his eyebrows and looked rather serene as he explained, “Yes, you were kind to inter your aunt here. I am elated that you did not opt for my cemetery. I like to keep my dead as decent as possible. In fact, I think she quite belongs in a hole in Salem. Poetic.”

      Maggie seethed, shamelessly hating him for such sickening words. She had to mind her right hand. It was itching to deal him a wallop he would not soon forget, but Nellie and Carl were nearby, playing with Bramble, and it would be improper conduct on her behalf. Not to mention how disrespectful it would be to Auntie Clara, she reckoned.

      Instead, the last Corey stepped up to him and sneered, “I never realized that sociopaths can tell the difference between decency and deviancy, Reverend. Believe me, my aunt Clara is better off not resting in the rotten soil of your putrid parish.”

      Her retort appeared to sting just a little. His gray eyes twitched at her insult, but the rest of him remained static. With consummate tranquility he simply replied, “Exodus 22:18, Margaret. ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’”

      “Don’t spew your impotent verses at me, Reverend Mason, not while you are dressed like the devil,” she sneered at him, her blue eyes like ice on fire. Carl pretended not to hear any of it, but he listened intently as Maggie launched her attack without fear or respect. “Tell me, do you take that commandment literally? I bet you do. That explains a lot. Did you act out your feeble biblical orders on my aunt, perhaps?”

      Carl glanced at them from his secret vantage point behind the car where Nellie was playing with Bramble. He saw the tall minister grow almost instantly pallid at Maggie’s accusation. She had finally managed to crack his façade and activate his defenses.

      Reverend Mason raised his voice for the first time. “How dare you? You come to this town, thinking you can just take over and call people sociopaths and accuse them of unspeakable things! I cannot believe you would treat a man of God with such impudence. I am deeply disappointed that people like you are allowed to call other people names, Margaret.” His calm demeanor had dwindled under the surprise of her fearlessness, but he recovered somewhat. “Do you even know anything about running a business? I wonder if you had to bribe your way through the town council to get your trading license, but unlike you, I do not force myself into other people’s business!”

      With that, he stormed off towards his car. His cassock whipped in the breeze and the speed of his departure likened him to a giant fleeing bat, or perhaps a vampire. It would be closer to his nature.
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      Carl Walden had heard enough. Now he was clear on what Maggie Corey had been concealing in her heart, though he knew the fabric of Reverend Mason. As a matter of fact, he completely fathomed why Maggie would have this view of the gaunt and rigorous preacher. Still, he thought it would be better to educate the new Corey woman in the town’s politics, just as a matter of background and preemptive caution.

      Using Nellie’s adoration of Bramble as an excuse, he sauntered over to the seething Maggie as she said goodbye to Sharon. Maggie was still visibly shaken by her fight with the reverend, but she tried to hide it.

      “Listen, Maggie, it looks like Nellie is reluctant to let go of Bramble,” he mentioned in the most casual way he could muster.

      Maggie looked over to her car and watched Nellie embracing the big black cat with a bear hug, rubbing her face in his coat and chatting incessantly to him. Such an innocent scene quickly made her feel ashamed for allowing the preacher to get under her skin.

      “Why can’t we all just be like that?” she asked.

      “Like what?” he shrugged.

      “Like children. They just see pleasure and their lives are so uncomplicated,” she shook her head.

      Carl understood. He sighed, putting his hands at his sides as he did when he had an opinion. “Well, even children have to deal with bullies.”

      His statement could not have rung truer to her. In fact, his reply was dead on track. Reverend Mason was a bully, a schoolyard tyrant who got away with his torments because he was class president.

      “True,” she sighed. “Would you two like to come over to my porch for some lemonade? I got the recipe from one of Clara’s books. Then Nellie can enjoy Bramble a bit longer.”

      “Invitation accepted,” he smiled.

      

      While Maggie and Carl were sitting on Clara’s old rattan porch furniture, Bramble entertained young Nellie on the lawn. Carl used the opportunity to fill Maggie in on the reverend before she did something else that could compromise her peace in Hope’s Crossing.

      “Your blood pressure back to normal now?” he jested.

      “Geez, Carl, do not even go there,” she gasped, her mouth agape and her hand on her chest. “For a moment, I thought I was going to punch that man.”

      “I could see,” he mentioned. “However, that would have been detrimental to you.”

      “Why? Would you have locked me up?” she played.

      He shrugged. “Actually, yes.”

      “What?” she cried in amusement.

      “I would have to. It would be assault in a public place, right? By law, I would have had to arrest you,” he explained lightheartedly, but these were facts nonetheless.

      “Yeah, I get it,” she nodded, taking a sip of her drink, “but can you believe the audacity of him?”

      Carl took a deep breath. As a career lawman, he was versed in hostage negotiation, and yet he did not really know how to convey the dogma of Hope’s Crossing to her without paying some hefty price. Maggie Corey was stunning and intelligent, but she was also a bit of a hothead in his opinion. People like that had set opinions and they were difficult to sway, but he thought it well to at least inform her of the reverend’s nature and principals.

      “It comes with the territory,” he started. “Reverend Mason is practically the most powerful man in Hope’s Crossing. Most people here have unshakable faith in him.”

      “Thousands had faith in Hitler too,” came her answer without a moment’s hesitation. It was that exact sharpness that intimidated poor Carl about her and he had to laugh at the accuracy of her presumption of the reverend.

      “Look, all I am saying it that it is not wise to confront Reverend Mason, especially with so much aggression,” he elucidated.

      “He intimidates you, then?” she asked.

      “He is an intimidating man with a long reach, if you know what I mean,” he answered vaguely. “It would not be wise to call him out.”

      Maggie turned her whole body to face him, tucking her leg in under her as she locked eyes with the sheriff. “So tell me, Carl, does that go for if he is behind my harassment? Wait, wait,” she added excitedly, “does it count for if he is guilty of murder? Would you be too intimidated by him to do something then?”

      “Hey, now don’t jump to conclusions,” he finally bit back. “Look, if he is guilty, if I have the evidence to prove such, I will arrest his holy ass in a jiffy. Don’t think I won’t.”

      “You’re in his church. What would the congregation say?” she teased with a straight face.

      “I am telling you, Maggie. Regardless of the fact that Nellie and I go to his church, a sacred trust is a sacred trust …” he settled somewhat and added in a softer tone, “and murder is murder.”

      They sat overlooking the yard for a while, neither saying a word as they both contemplated their role in this town. The sun was warm, but the wind had gained significant power by now. Maggie imagined that even nature grew restless at the mention of the bigoted preacher’s name. She thought it was time to confront him with the obvious question.

      “What do you really think? As Carl, not as the sheriff. Do you think he is behind the town’s persecution of Aunt Clara … and myself?”

      Carl wasted no time in responding. “There is no love lost between your family and Reverend Mason, Maggie, and it has been like that for years, decades even. He hates the Coreys and he makes no secret of it. And since people respect him so much, naturally they will follow suit and treat anyone maligned by the reverend as an enemy. It is just, unfortunately, how society works.”

      “Sounds like a sore loser to me,” she scoffed. “What is his problem with me and Clara? He is such a frigid old bat. He probably hates all women.”

      Carl had no opinion on the latter, so he just drank his lemonade while watching the cat and Nellie frolicking.

      Maggie shared her honest opinion. “You know what I think? I think he is absolutely guilty and totally capable of it all. I can definitely see him igniting fires under the less mindful, if I may be very, very polite about the townies.”

      “You have made up your mind just because he doesn’t like you?” he asked her.

      “I don’t know, Carl. He looks physically incapable of committing such a brutal murder, but I swear, I would not put it beneath him to instigate such a heinous act. Not at all.”
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      After Clara’s funeral, Maggie felt more at ease about dealing with matters around Corey’s Herbs and Simples and the town in general. Besides, the funeral attendance had proved who her allies were and few as they might be, they were good people. With all the arrangements for the funeral and renovation of the shop behind her, Maggie finally had some time to relax and delve deeper into the mysterious world of her heritage.

      Bramble insisted on leading her to the couch where the volumes of Corey history lay in wait for her to consume. She never ceased to be amazed by the cat’s intuitive and almost human mannerisms—the herbal teas he loved and how he shunned water, as well as the palate he possessed in what he preferred to eat. Above that, he did things out of the ordinary for most cats, most of all like the thing he had done today.

      As Maggie settled into the corner of the couch and pulled her legs up on it, she heard Bramble let out a long and lazy meow to get her attention.

      “What is it? I already fed you,” she said.

      He jumped up on the coffee table, where two of the Corey family history volumes were stacked and with his paw, he flipped the cover of the top one.

      “Wow!” she gasped.

      He proceeded to stand on the side of the book, using his paw to rummage through the pages, but Maggie just shook her head and gawked at the tricks he had been taught. Bramble’s front paw held the book open near the middle as he looked at Maggie, but she only chuckled and complimented him.

      “You know, love, we can make a lot of money if you can make a martini,” she winked at him and lay back to read the book in her hand. “It looks like everyone in this house has talent. I mean, the way in which Aunt Clara wrote, she could have been some famous author. The stuff in her journal is downright poetic in places and she even turned this family’s history into a great fictional account. I might try to publish this. Who knows?”

      Further into the book, she learned more about the Corey family and their tribulations. Maggie noticed another common denominator through all the chapters that had something in common with the rumor in Hope’s Crossing—magic.

      “Bramble, did you know Aunt Clara was obsessed with magic?” Maggie smiled. “That stuff is very famous these days, you know. She would have made a fortune with these stories. I had no idea she had such an imagination.”

      From the book he had settled on top of, Bramble just glared at her with sleepy eyes. It was a good place to sleep and play bookmark. Maggie was entranced by the fascinating stories about the Coreys and their life in New England. Throughout so many eras, they had prevailed.

      “I just love this. All these spells and potions. This is great! Just about every story is about magic or some form of conjuration. A lot of fantasy stories make it onto film these days and I think this would make a great series,” she mumbled as she paged from year to year in the antique digests.

      The spells and ingredients, even the rituals within, prompted Maggie to another theory.

      “I get it. I know, they were pagans, but they were not inclined to just let anyone know that,” she reasoned. “I mean, I am Unitarian, so I understand what they did. Maybe this fictional account was their way of hiding their religious beliefs in a world that would not comprehend. I wonder what practice exactly they embraced. Is that somewhere in the books?”

      She jumped up and looked through another journal to find the answer, but it was a thick book to just scan through.

      “Coffee. I need coffee. Then I’ll get back here and do a proper study of this. Man, this is so interesting. I never knew that I came from such interesting people, Bramble. Writers, heretics, and healers. I must say, I am honored to be privy to these stories before anyone else in the world,” she carried on as she walked to the kitchen.

      “You know, sometimes you can be really thick, Maggie,” a voice said from behind her—a male voice. It was stately and firm and quite beautiful, had it come from an actual man, but there was nobody there. Maggie stopped in her tracks, her heart exploding in her chest. The feeling was similar to the day when she heard Bramble scratching in the closet.

      Not having a clue how to respond to what she knew was clearly a male voice, Maggie pretended not to have heard and continued on to the kitchen. Quickly she switched on the kettle so that she would be deaf to the disembodied voice and she was cheered to see Bramble’s black shadowy figure run into the room for company.

      “That was insane, hey, Bramble?” she laughed nervously as she started scooping up the coffee on the spoon.

      “The only thing insane here is how you cannot grasp what is right in front of you,” the voice said again. This time, Maggie shrieked aloud at the terrifying prospects. On her tiptoes, she pushed her back up against the cupboards and studied the kitchen and part of the hallway for concrete evidence of a person. “Maggie, stop fooling yourself with this preposterous nonsense of fiction and pretense.”

      This time Maggie followed the sound and it led her to Bramble. He was perched on the kitchen counter and his jaw moved slightly as he spoke. She felt her legs buckle at the unnatural occurrence, so overwhelmed by the unlikeliness of it, that she ignored his words at first.

      “This cannot be,” she chuckled, but there was no humor in her laugh. “I mean, this is crazy … and impossible.”

      “Nothing is impossible. There we agree with the Christians,” he replied, licking his front leg casually. She even heard the words fade as his mouth worked his coat.

      “I … I’m sorry, but I am having a really hard time with this,” she stammered. “If I were inebriated, this might have gone better.”

      “So? You know where the dandelion wine is. Go for it,” he suggested. Maggie frowned, her eyes welling in tears at the supernatural moment she was caught in. Sober and awake.

      “Bramble, give me a damn second to deal with this. I have been reading about magic, magic, magic all over the place,” she complained. “Sharon talks about Clara’s magic and Carl does not even flinch when people call me a witch. Excuse me if this is all a little too much of a coincidence. Of course, after all this insinuation I will start seeing things that aren’t real.”

      He leaped into her arms as he had been doing since they met. Instinctively, she grabbed him and held him, but her heart was racing and her mouth was bone dry from fear. Bramble pressed his face right up against hers so that she could see him up close and so that she would hear his voice in her ear.

      “Do I look real to you?” he growled softly, exasperated by her insistence that this was all unreal.

      “Oh my God!” she wailed, confronted by the irrefutable truth of what she was hoping to deny. “How the hell?”

      “Yes, Maggie, let it dawn on you. Geez, I have tried to show you this in every way possible for so long, but all you do in return is to disbelieve the obvious. Some witch you are,” he scoffed.

      “Witch? Like what Aunt Clara wrote about?” she asked slowly, not believing her own words as she said them.

      “Witch, my darling Margaret. The Corey line of witches and their powerful, rich history is nothing to be sniffed at! It is hardly fiction. What an insult to your forebearers that you would write them off as common fictional characters when they have forged the New England bloodline into something amazing and strong. Look at you! Smart, sassy, and assertive. Hardly the stuff of fiction, wouldn’t you say, Maggie?” Bramble reiterated. He was adamant to make sure that she took in every word.

      Maggie gave him a long hard look, secretly still wondering if someone was playing a trick on her with a hidden speaker and some animal manipulation. After all, this was too strange to just believe out of hand. Finally, she shook her head as if she was trying to shed her doubts.

      “Look, Bramble, you have to understand just how weird this is for me. You are intelligent to a fault, so I am sure if you try, you can imagine how scary and strange and unexpected … I actually cannot think of a proper word for what I am feeling,” she admitted, holding her chest. He did understand. He was simply impatient. There was a lot to be learned and a lot to do still in order to initiate the last of the Corey line, and hopefully the most powerful.

      “I absolutely grasp how strange this is for you, but you know, after everything I have done—all those un-catlike things—I was hoping that perhaps the notion of my nature would already have taken hold in your head,” he replied, while Maggie still gawked at his moving jaw when the words came out. “Margaret!” he shouted, sending her recoiling. “Pay attention to what I say!”

      “I am, I am,” she nodded profusely. “Just give me a moment to get over this, dammit! Just let me have time to process this. It is totally unnatural. Supernatural.”

      “There is nothing supernatural about it, my dear Maggie,” he retorted. “We are perfectly natural. It is not our fault that centuries of indoctrination has taught the world that we should not exist.” Bramble scoffed at the thought of patriarchal religions and their preposterous double standards. “We have existed on every plane since before time was recorded. We are older than you humans.”

      Maggie was terrified at the thought of what manner of creature was addressing her, but at the same time, she was entranced by his fascinating existence. Deep inside her, she felt honored that something like Bramble would deign to speak to her.

      “You say ‘we,’” she started out of curiosity. “Who is ‘we’?”

      “Familiars,” he answered nonchalantly.

      Maggie had heard of familiars in supernaturally themed television shows, but other than that, she knew very little about them. “Excuse my ignorance, but that is a witch’s pet, right?”

      Bramble hissed at her like he’d hissed at the man in the car that night. Maggie gasped in shock as the big black cat wailed, bristled, and swiped a coffee cup right off the counter. It smashed on the kitchen floor and Maggie knew she had insulted him.

      “Pets?” he growled, his voice deeper than before. “I have never been so appalled at the assumption!”

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” she quickly apologized. “I asked you to excuse my ignorance, Bramble! My God, you have to understand that I know nothing about your world, let alone know the appropriate protocol involved, so excuse me!”

      For a moment, she reminded Bramble of her fiery nature and that she was as intolerant of his intolerance as he was of her ignorance. It dawned on Bramble that she really did not know anything about the true nature of her family or how she fitted into the powers of her heritage. He elected to try a more patient and gentle approach. After all, he did not want to lose Maggie.

      “All right, listen,” he sighed. “It is not my world you do not know. It is your own world. This so-called supernatural world is ours, Maggie, mine and yours. You are no more part of the normal population than I am a bloody cat.”

      “You’re not a cat?” she asked curiously.

      “Focus, Maggie,” he said, rolling his eyes.

      “Okay. Okay,” she agreed, catching her breath and genuinely trying to fathom it all. “So Auntie Clara was a witch … for real?”

      Bramble was wrestling with his impatience, but he composed himself.

      “Yes, and so are you, Maggie. You are the last Corey, the last in a powerful, if not the most powerful New England bloodline of witches,” he sighed laboriously, but this time, Maggie asked no more. It had finally sunk in, it seemed. Her eyes were static as she mulled it over and then she nodded slowly as she assumed her new role.
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      The big black cat sat on the coffee table all afternoon, telling Maggie things that would have taken her a few months to figure out by herself, what with her ineptitude at believing the unlikely. She had her hand in a bowl of popcorn again, paging through Clara’s books with the other hand.

      “Your aunt Clara was indeed a witch, my dear,” he reported. “However, she was not evil, not the mole-on-the-crooked-nose, boiling-children type.”

      Maggie giggled at the image he painted.

      “Good to know. Wouldn’t want that in my genetics anyway,” she winked mischievously. It pleased Bramble that she was jesting, because it meant that she had become more comfortable with the idea.

      “She was what some call a kitchen witch, a benevolent master of potions and herbs. Your aunt was in the business of healing and helping,” he filled her in like a proper lecturer—or a celebrity publicist.

      “Then why the hostility?” she frowned. “I think it is rather endearing to have a local witch to buy herbal remedies from. Very old-town charm, don’t you reckon?”

      “Of course I reckon,” he agreed, “but we are not talking about people like you. This town is inhabited by the ill-informed and narrow-minded, Maggie. All those things that make them ripe for religious indoctrination. These are people who have been brainwashed to treat anything out of the ordinary as rubbish, as a threat.”

      “Hmm, I can guess why,” she sneered. “That baleful preacher.”

      “Oh,” Bramble sighed, “don’t get me started on him!”

      “I know, right? He is a total ass …” she stopped abruptly and her eyes searched the ceiling as she mulled over a thought.

      “What?” Bramble prompted.

      “All the people here had it in for Aunt Clara because of that guy, I tell you!” she told Bramble.

      “There were many who treated poor Clara as if she was a leper,” he recounted in dismay. “After the soup incident where she healed all those children she was exposed for what she was, Maggie. It is no coincidence that this all happened mere weeks before her death. I wager that Clara was the target of some modern-day witch hunt, no matter how superstitious that sounds.”

      “Any suspects you can confirm?” she asked, pouring him some chamomile tea.

      “Well, as I said, there are many. For one, the sheriff’s daughter was one of the unvaccinated children who was saved by Clara’s sneaky soup submission, so that scraps Officer Walden from my list of suspects,” Bramble assured her. “Clara saved his child’s life. Sharon Blake is a tricky one, since she was the one who agreed to smuggle the soup into the church potluck. On the other hand, she was the one who ratted out Clara’s already timid secret and just confirmed what she was.”

      “But that was an accident, right?” Maggie asked, not sure of Sharon’s allegiance either.

      “As far as we know. She did seem terribly contrite, but she might just be a very good actress. Who knows?” he speculated, lapping up the delicious tea.

      “Who did Sharon rat to?” Maggie wanted to know. She tackled a new angle.

      “Directly?” he shrugged. “Apparently Bettina and her oaf son-in-law, but there may have been more ears to that wall, if you catch my drift.”

      Maggie nodded. She was wracking her brain, although she did not know some of the people Bramble spoke of and could not formulate her own conclusion. She would have to go and delve into Clara’s books to see if she could find more information on who these people were.

      After Bramble had retired—full up on the lamb roast he was gorging on—Maggie was not sleepy yet. It was still what she considered quite early, not yet midnight, so she endeavored to do more sniffing and digging. In one of the kitchen drawers where Clara kept her slips, odds and ends of paper with recipe ideas and minor bills, Maggie discovered some handwritten notes. They were apparently meant to be entered into her journal, but she had not had the time and ultimately, Clara had perished before she could do so.

      Maggie sat down at the kitchen table and spread out the array of notes and scribblings. There was one written in a different hand than Clara’s, so it drew Maggie’s attention immediately. Her brow furrowed as she perused the threatening note, one of two telling Clara to leave town.

      “Well, what do you know,” she whispered as she compared the two. “Same person. Same threat twice.”

      Thumbing through the rest of the scattered paper, she found a ‘note to self’ from Clara to remind her to enter it into her journal. It read, ‘”Remember to pen in those two who dared to try and chase me out of Hope’s Crossing, and don’t forget to mention problem solved and the oath.”

      “Whatever the hell that means,” Maggie muttered in confusion. “What oath? Which two?”

      She had no other notes pertaining to them or what had happened with the oath Clara spoke of, but Maggie was well aware that not telling and not murdering someone yourself were two distinct things. She knew that no matter how she pondered and speculated, the truth was that she did not know enough people yet to even begin to figure out who might have been involved. Briskly, she packed everything away in an empty tissue box that she decided to keep by her bedside.

      “No use trying to solve the mystery before I have all the pieces of the puzzle. Patience, Maggie,” she mumbled as she ascended the staircase of the big old stately house she now owned. “Concentrate on the immediate things, the simple things.”

      Maggie had become accustomed to lecturing herself since she left her failed marriage and shed the negativity of her other futile partnerships. Never one for mantras and meditation, she had to teach herself to step back from every situation and take stock of her immediate happiness.

      “Take stock,” she repeated her thoughts as she entered her cozy bedroom. The streetlight shed just enough soft light to illuminate a beautiful painting on the wall, depicting a black cat in the moonlight of Paris. “Simple things.”

      The two phrases evoked a solution to her immediate happiness, something that could keep her mind occupied on things other than the brutal murder of her aunt or the malicious people behind it. Maggie Corey knew what she was going to do, if only to settle and root her new life deeper in Hope’s Crossing.
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      Corey’s Herbs and Simples was once more in business.

      In the morning sun, the store façade shimmered with the newly redone decal Maggie had had made by a graphics place over in Lynn. Essex County’s people were a lot more helpful than the apparently flourishing businesses in Hope’s Crossing that did not need her patronage. There was certainly no way that she could have a sign writer from her own town do it, so she had done what she had learned to do by now: she’d looked right past the town sign and procured the services of outsiders just like her.

      “My, my, I am impressed, Miss Corey,” Bramble purred as he bounced about from surface to surface in the shop. “You have this old place looking almost civil again. Good on you!”

      “Why thank you muchly, Lord Bramble,” she winked with a curtsy. “I figured that we could do with some extra pocket money and a bit of welcome distraction. What say you?”

      “Maybe I will be more agreeable once I have had some funnel cake,” he hinted, pawing at the glass display lid of the cake she had baked earlier.

      “You do know that we sell herbal teas and such, right?” she laughed. “This is not a bakery.”

      “Where I am, everything is about food, darling,” Bramble bragged, curling back his on one side to reveal a tiny fang that looked adorable. Maggie laughed as she surrendered happily. She put the kettle on for some tea while she opened the doors of her new business, just to dip her toe in the trade waters, so to speak. Having tea and cake with Bramble in the warm sunny glow of the small town did wonders for her demeanor.

      Having restored Clara’s beautiful store paid off for her resourceful niece. Most callers were tourists and motorists passing to and from other towns, all delighted that the store with all the pretty flowers and herbs and jellies and pleasant scents and essential oils and … and … and … was still open. So many patrons told Maggie that they used to frequent her little store and talk up a storm with the ever-helpful Miss Clara, as they called her. Many had heard of the tragedy and paid their respects before purchasing something from the pretty woman with the black cat.

      The first day was a huge success, although understandably quiet until word of mouth got out in the neighboring towns that Corey’s Herbs and Simples was open again. Maggie was pleasantly surprised at the great response from new friends and affiliates who left their contact details in case Maggie wanted to network with their businesses.

      By the third day, she had made an impressive amount of pocket change, as she liked to call it. For the first time, Maggie felt as if she was doing something right.

      “If this continues, I will be able to buy you caviar, Bramble,” she smiled as she unlocked the door in the morning. The ornate wooden carvings of the beautiful double doors that bore a quaint little copper bell stayed open by means of crystal rock fragments carved into gargoyles about the size of a shoebox each.

      “You mean you have not added caviar to your Saturday list yet?” he gasped. “Shame on you!”

      Bramble enjoyed Maggie more now that she knew who she was, even though her knowledge was still dreadfully limited. Make no mistake, he loved it when she got feisty and did not allow anyone to walk over her, but now that she was more at home in the esoteric environment that she belonged to, Maggie seemed somehow happier. More vibrant.

      The shelves of the shop were stacked with an array of essential oils of varied sizes in vials of glass and cork. Along the edges of the shelving and carpentry, faux ivy strands were draped to give the shop a lovely look of old-world charm. From the northern-wall window, the view of the small parking lot next to the property stretched to the next business run by an elderly couple that Maggie elected not to introduce herself to. By now, she refrained from even trying to communicate with anyone in town.

      In fact, she figured that anyone who did not wish her harm would come to her. Anyone who wanted to speak to her or get to know her could take the liberty of approaching her. She liked her new confidence, although she refused to admit that it had something to do with the recent revelation about her heritage and family.

      By afternoon, the clouds had gathered over Hope’s Crossing and the wind disturbed her shop doors just a little. The chiming of the doorbell under the sweep of the mild breeze gave Maggie a good idea.

      “You know what, Bramble?” she smiled dreamily. “I think this place needs some wind chimes as well. Always loved them, you know? Some of them make you relax if the wind is just the right speed.”

      “Great,” he replied lazily from where he had curled up on her chair, “more noise to keep me awake.”

      “You sleep too much anyway,” she replied.

      “I am nocturnal, I’ll have you know. I need my sleep in the day,” he retorted from the shelter of the thick cushion.

      “Ah! That is why you sleep on my bedcovers … at night, right?” she teased.

      Suddenly Bramble hissed at the door. It was an inadvertent action spurred by his feline nature, but Maggie did not know this. She frowned at his strange mood swing, but before she could ask, she heard a kind voice from the doorway.

      “Hello there! Are you open?”

      “Yes, we are,” Maggie smiled before she even turned.

      In the door, she saw the figure of a woman of medium height. As the woman approached with hips wobbling from the impact of thick legs on the floor, Maggie cocked her head. She had not seen this one before, had she? Was she local? Behind her, in the car outside, sat a tall skinny man with disheveled hair, but the imposing woman quickly distracted Maggie with her overbearing and loud voice.

      “Anything specific you need help with?” Maggie asked as she tried to hide her fascination with the overweight woman’s enormous round glasses.

      “I don’t know,” she replied, running her hand through her wavy dark hair as she surveyed the products on the shelves. “I certainly can’t say.”

      She slowly walked through the shop, ignoring eye contact with Maggie as she took in the décor. To her left, Maggie had some beautiful wreaths and ornaments that hung from the edges of the shelf, courtesy of Clara’s old stock. In apparent wonderment, the woman ambled to the other side of Maggie’s establishment. She carelessly flicked one of the ornaments, forcing it into a pendulum dangerously close to falling to the ground and smashing.

      “Please be careful with those,” Maggie requested as politely as she could.

      “This was here when Clara had this store,” she mentioned.

      “You knew Clara?” Maggie smiled. “She was my aunt.”

      “Yes,” the woman said evenly. “I know. Just thought I would come and pay my respects and all.”

      “And you are?” Maggie prompted.

      “Oh!” the woman exclaimed. “How rude of me. I am Bettina Reece. You are Margaret, right?”

      “Maggie,” Clara’s niece smiled, but something about Bettina made her uncomfortable. “Call me Maggie.”

      “I prefer Margaret. Maggie is so …” she hesitated as she handled more products with no small amount of recklessness, “juvenile. After all, you don’t look young enough to be a Maggie, Margaret.”

      “I’m sorry, are you interested in buying anything?” Maggie snapped with a side smirk. She passed a quick glance to her cat. His tail was twitching and she did not have to be a seasoned witch to know what that meant. Cats flicked their tails when they were peeved, even aggressive, and Maggie felt quite the same as her familiar did.

      “Oh God, no,” Bettina scoffed and laughed spitefully. “I would never buy any of this snake-oil rubbish you peddle, just like Clara.”

      “Then you best leave, I suppose,” Maggie shrugged, trying not to resort to insults. “If you want to pay respects to Clara, she is buried in the Hallows Cemetery.”

      “I know where she is,” Bettina interrupted. “Right where she belongs. Just when I thought this town had suffered enough under the likes of Clara Corey, a new infestation starts.”

      “Yeah, I think it is best you get out of my store,” Maggie said with a tinge of threat in her voice. “Besides, being a local, I am sure you know where the pharmacy is? I peddle herbal products, not miracle weight-loss pills, Betty.”

      Bettina gasped loudly at the remark, her hand on her chest and her eyes on fire at Maggie.

      “Bettina!” she corrected the mocking of the latest Corey, but Maggie’s cool blue eyes stared her down like pools of spiteful ice as she stood with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “You look more like a Betty,” she taunted the unpleasant patron.

      Shrieking in fury and exasperation, Maggie’s conservative rival stormed out of the store, babbling about witches and payback.

      “Now that was juvenile, Maggie,” Bramble reprimanded her, but when she looked at him, he burst out laughing. “It was superb! Highly entertaining, if anything!”

      “I thought so too,” she laughed, but inside her chest, her heart was still hammering from the rage of her temper. She followed the mean old cow with her eyes as she fell into the passenger seat of the car in the small adjoining parking lot.

      “Ugh, birds of a feather,” she remarked as she watched the two exchange words, but then the argument grew heated and Maggie perked up to see what was ensuing. Suddenly, the freakish-looking driver started the car and, with screeching tires, the car pulled away. It bolted through the exit of the parking lot without stopping or slowing down.

      “Oh crap!” Maggie shrieked. “He is going to ram into the oncoming traffic!”

      Barely missing the oncoming two cars, the car Bettina got into sped away, leaving black smudges on the tarmac and at least four vehicles static as they braked for the mad driver.

      “Oroville, her son-in-law,” Bramble scoffed to inform Maggie. “Those two deserve each other.”

      “I still kinda feel sorrier for him than her,” Maggie said. “What a bitch.”
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      After the incident with the foul woman in her shop, Maggie had lost her appetite. She wanted to ignore the whole thing, especially since she’d impressed Bramble with her mean-girl skills, but she could not help but feel angry and miserable. What she did not know about familiars was that they were attuned to their witches and he already knew.

      “What do you want for breakfast, my dear Bramble?” she asked him while she unwrapped a granola bar.

      “Steak and gravy,” he grinned.

      “You have to be kidding me,” she said. “Really? You want heavy foods this early in the morning?”

      “They are tributes, Maggie, not food. Don’t see it as breakfast, lunch, and dinner. See it as an offering of sorts,” he instructed while he licked his lips. Maggie did not know if cats had expressions like people did, but she could see that Bramble was not kidding.

      “Tributes?” she asked. “That is why you are so particular about your diet.”

      Maggie smiled as Bramble leaped up on the fridge top and looked down. “I have an aura to maintain, you know. And the better my health, the more use I am to you, my little witch,” he purred.

      “Now that is a valid reason to cook you a steak dinne—breakfast,” she chuckled. Maggie loved that her cat called her his witch. It was endearing. A little scary, but endearing nonetheless.

      After she had prepared Bramble’s beloved steak dish, she thought to drop by the post office to collect some samples of wallpaper she had asked for by online order. Maggie promised Bramble that she would be back within the hour and he was happy to keel over, tummy-up, for a nap. She skipped over the steps of the porch and raced over the wet grass of the lawn to get to her car at the side of the road, but what she saw made her furious in an instant.

      “No. Way. No f—” she pursed her lips as her eyes narrowed in rage. “When is this going to end already? Has everyone in this town lost their minds?” Maggie did not care who heard her. She was fed up. Her car tires had all been slashed and her windows smashed. On the hood, five huge letters were scratched: W-I-T-C-H.

      Livid and exhausted by the repeated outrageousness of the town locals, she threw down her handbag and cussed like a sailor. Maggie did not cry, funny enough. Usually anger provoked her tears, but this time it was blind rage that reached beyond tears. When she looked up, she caught sight of four youths who had been watching from behind a fence wall.

      “What’s wrong?” a teenage girl asked Maggie from across the street. She was with two other girls to her left. Maggie was too angry to answer. Besides, it was obvious what was wrong. She simply shrugged and shook her head.

      “Look at what they did to my car,” she moaned.

      One of the other girls turned her face to the girl on her left and they cackled about Maggie’s misfortune. The girl who’d addressed Maggie shoved them and hushed her friends. They leered at Maggie, standing still to take a picture of Maggie and her car.

      “Hey, piss off!” Maggie hollered, getting to her feet.

      “Or what?” one of the girls shouted. “You’re going to put a spell on me?”

      “You are the one who should piss off,” another girl shouted. “Reverend Mason will not let witch scum infect our town, so you better think twice!”

      Maggie wanted to throttle the little wench and dump her body in a cauldron, but she knew that this would only prove their point for them, but she was not going to let them talk to her like that and just walk away. She pretended to invoke something by pointing at the last girl and muttering something in Latin that she heard in a movie. It worked. Immediately, the three girls ran away screaming as they turned the corner into the main road.

      She wanted to laugh, but she couldn’t. Her heart was throbbing furiously and her temper was so wild that she felt dizzy. Quickly, Maggie picked up her purse and rummaged around for the sheriff’s number.

      “I can’t believe how that preacher gets away with this, Carl!” she wailed when the sheriff answered her call.

      “Wait, what is going on?” he asked. “I am a bit tied up right now, Maggie.”

      “I don’t care if you are in bed with a celebrity right now, Sheriff Walden!” Maggie snapped. “My car has been vandalized by that animal’s acolytes and you are tied up? You are the goddamn sheriff and I am a victim of harassment!”

      “Listen, Maggie, calm down. What happened to your car?” he asked as professionally as he could. He was sorry he had asked. The attractive, but temperamental Corey girl went off on the damage to the car, how she was being accosted by mere high school children, and how she would not be belittled. In her torrent of cusswords, he heard about Reverend Mason being behind it and the unacceptable ineptitude of his police department. “Wait, wait, whoa!” he finally interrupted her. “I will come to get your statement as soon as I can, Maggie, but I am inundated with missing persons and domestic violence cases right now.”

      “Of course,” she replied, “how silly of me to expect the police to do anything about this conspiracy at play.”

      He lowered the volume of his voice, she guessed to keep company from hearing. “I am so sorry, Maggie. Really. I promise I will be there to help you as soon as I conclude this case I am dealing with here. These people I am with just reported their little boy missing and they are understandably unsettled. Please accept my apologies for not being able to get to you immediately. Give me an hour, tops.”

      Maggie had to concede that her troubles, hefty as they were, were hardly more urgent than a missing child. She had no children, but she imagined that the stress parents endured in such a case had to be monumental.

      “All right, Carl,” she finally sighed. “I will wait for you.”

      “Thank you so much for understanding, Maggie. See you soon,” he said and hung up.

      She had to wait for the sheriff before she could explode again, but every time Maggie looked at her damaged car, she reverted back to a fire-breathing dragon with very ill thoughts. It was not like her to think malicious thoughts with very deliberate intent, but she had been forced into thinking murderous things—things of vengeance.

      Eventually, the rage turned to defeat. Maggie began to cry as she went back inside the house, leaving her vandalized vehicle in a state of worthlessness until she could find a reputable towing company who did not have a problem with doing business with witches. Her tears felt warm on her face. She almost enjoyed it, but her heart was broken and palpitated erratically, just like her fickle desire to remain in Hope’s Crossing.

      “I am done with this place! This time I am selling everything and leaving! I don’t deserve this crap!” she mumbled with a growl that sounded a lot like Bramble before he hissed at someone. He briskly bounded to reach her, catching up to her hastening heel as she made for the kitchen.

      “What happened? Why are you so upset?” he asked.

      She swung round, her eyes bloodshot. “Why do you think? Take a wild guess, Bramble,” she sniffed through clenched words. She realized that she was barking at an innocent friend and she picked him up to pet him. “I’m sorry. I am just so upset.”

      “Tell me,” he requested from the unkempt tresses of her neck.

      She told him about the car, the message, the schoolgirls, and their inadvertent reference to Reverend Mason. Maggie could not hold back the tears as she started sobbing outright. Bramble nuzzled her neck, but he honestly did not know what to do or say. Clara had never been this fragile, or maybe she had just grown a shell after decades of discrimination. Maggie was all too human for him to influence with a light bit of advice. Perhaps it was her recent history that still left her vulnerable to insult. Maybe the treachery of her ex-husband and best friend had left her wounded and she was still not able to heal.

      “I have made up my mind,” she moaned. “The shop and the property should fetch a good price as long as I advertise outside this cursed town. Otherwise even that will be hindered by that … that bald nun who calls himself a man of God!”

      “Um, no,” Bramble protested. “There is no way you can just surrender like this, Maggie Corey! Not you!”

      It was a horrid idea that he would not tolerate, not after all the years he had carefully guarded and aided the most powerful witch in New England. There was no way he was going to let her bloodline dwindle to nothingness on his watch. Besides, Maggie was destined for great things if she could stay together for long enough, even if she was the last one to believe it.

      “I am so tired, Bramble. Look, all this magic stuff and promises of excitement in this new world of cauldrons and potions is great, but it is not worth it if every single day is just a new minefield,” she explained.

      “Nobody understands that better than I do, my dear,” he started. “Do you think your aunt Clara did not falter? There were many times that I thought she was going to leave—just up and go—but she never did. She held on, because she knew that this town belonged to the Coreys, not the adversary. Clara fought right to the end, Maggie. I suggest you read through all her books so that you can appreciate the stock of your family.”

      “Right now, I just don’t care anymore,” she shrugged, blowing he nose.

      “That is okay too. That is part of the tides of the sea. Sometimes it is low tide. It happens. Just stop. Relax. Just read her volumes and see for yourself how deep the roots of the Corey family lie under the soil of this town. Do it, if only to remember who the hell you are, Maggie.”

      “I do know who I am,” she contested, but he would have none of it.

      “Really? Because if you did, you would never even think of leaving this patch of land in the hands of the dragon in the cassock!” he chastised her gently. “Study your family history. It will help you understand how you can never concede to those who threaten you and your heritage. Look what they did to Clara! Are you just going to leave Hope’s Crossing and let that appalling and obvious hostility towards your own aunt casually fade away under the dust?”

      He was right, Maggie knew. The least she could do was stay long enough to solve Clara’s murder and have the guilty party pay for it. It was time for her to stop feeling sorry for herself and what had been done to her and start looking into the rotten core of this town’s clandestine influence—the devil in the pulpit.
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      “We will call you as soon as it’s ready, yeah?” the greasy towing guy grinned at Maggie. He was quite taken with the very good-looking young woman who’d called his towing company to handle her vehicle’s repairs. “Insurance people said they will discuss who pays what and what not, ’kay?”

      Maggie tried to be civil to the man who made no secret that her shape appealed to him. His beady black eyes darted up and down her body as he spoke, instilling a sickening repulsion in her man-radar.

      “Um, ’kay,” she repeated as she signed the clipboard document.

      Deep inside, she scheduled a reprimand for Carl Walden. He was the one who’d referred her to Guido’s Towing in Danvers because he knew the family and Guido’s was not too far off the 95.

      “You be okay without wheels for the weekend, miss?” the man asked. “I bet a lady like you don’t like stayin’ at home over weekends, right? Right?”

      His dirty cackle and suggestive manner made her cringe, but he was giving her a substantial discount thanks to Carl Walden’s influence (no doubt consolidated by her pretty face as well) and she had to tolerate his messy repartee.

      “No, I will be home,” she said emptily, desperate for a snide retort. Sadly, such a manner might jeopardize her discount, so she opted for a boring answer.

      “Pity,” he scoffed with a smile he mistook for charming. “Me myself too will be busy with work over the weekend, so no fun. Then again, looks like youse have some nasty weather coming.”

      All Maggie could muster was an understanding nod, while her brain screamed for him to scram. He studied the rapidly graying sky before getting in the tow truck. He started the powerful engine and pulled away with a gloat that threatened to make her laugh aloud.

      “My God, you really think you are Tony Soprano, don’t you?” Maggie chuckled as she walked back to her porch.

      He was right, though. The weather was restless and the news said that it would continue throughout the weekend. It was relatively good news to Maggie. With her car absent and the streets wet enough to keep the riffraff away from her house, she had ample time to study Aunt Clara’s volumes. A gentle rumble inhabited the vast cloudy skies, promising a lengthy downpour soon. Maggie started a fire in the hearth and procured a good bottle of wine. She decided to make a ceremony of her little family history education and used the couch as her chambers.

      Friday night turned into Saturday morning, but she hardly noticed. In fact, her brain was so busy that her liver never noticed the onslaught of the entire bottle by 2:00 a.m. Like this, she spent her whole weekend in leisure and literature, unperturbed by the inimical town and egged on by the wonderfully wet weather that clamored on her porch roof.

      “Look at this,” she muttered under her breath every time she discovered something that surprised her. “The Corey name was famous for Giles Corey, the man who was pressed to death, crushed with rocks by the town authorities. They accused him of being a witch? Geez, I see primitive thinking has not changed one bit after all these centuries past.”

      The thunder clapped outside the old house and Maggie assumed it was applause for her correct assumption. She read in disgust how the original Corey and his wife were persecuted by witch hunters in Salem, how Giles Corey refused to plead, even under the force of brute torture for three days. Bramble’s voice echoed in Maggie’s head: Clara fought right to the end, Maggie. I suggest you read through all her books so that you can appreciate the stock of your family.

      The stock of her family. Maggie smiled. Even by only this one account of the tenacity and spite Giles Corey exhibited she should be proud, she thought. To be from a bloodline where people did not surrender to evil men with greed and hate in their hearts was indeed an honor. Once more, she was reminded of how her troubles of hard words and harsh looks were nothing compared to what her ancestors and Aunt Clara suffered for the sake of what they were—innocent.

      “Bramble, your pork rillette hand pies are on the dining room table,” she muttered indifferently as the feline shadow lurked into the corridor. He descended the stairs from where he had been napping on her bed. Maggie had her nose squarely in one of Clara’s books, which pleased Bramble no end, and he elected not to tease or remark on the delicious pork odor that woke him.

      “Riveting reading?” he asked in passing.

      “Positively spellbinding,” she smiled and winked.

      “Told ya so,” he called with a groan as he jumped up on the table where his porcelain dish awaited.

      “Giles Corey was a badass, even at eighty-one years of age,” she mentioned, but she soon realized that she was talking to herself. Bramble never paid attention to anything less significant than his feasts. Maggie read on and found passages referring to another family, people who had many foes in Salem. They were, however, apparently in cahoots with the Corwin clan, and due to mounting tension between them and several rivals, this family had left virtually on the heel of the surviving Coreys. Shortly after the Salem witch trials concluded on record, this family had followed the Corey family.

      Maggie read the rough handwriting of Clara’s rushed page:

      They arrived in the new settlement we Coreys established (ref Elizab Moulton), acting like charity cases willing to help raise the place founded, but they were affiliated with Corwin’s bastards. Now baptized Hope’s Crossing (ref Samuel Corey), the Masons and Reesewalts fled Salem only to attempt usurping the new town from the Coreys.

      “Reesewalts?” Maggie frowned. “Never ever heard that name.”

      Her mouth twisted in anger when she read the passage.

      “Mason. Now that is a name I have been unfortunate enough to have heard,” she hissed. Maggie paged back to find a reference point for the marked brackets.

      “Who is Elizab Moutlon?” she scowled as she fumbled through the previous chapter and then back again. “Ah! There you are. Elizabeth Moulton, daughter of Giles Corey, extorted by Corwin, yap, yap, yap. Geez, these Salem leeches really dug into the Corey family.”

      At once, Maggie found another piece she was looking for.

      Founded in 1653 by Samuel Corey, Giles Corey’s eldest son (wife Della—hex)

      Hope’s Crossing named for Hope Corey, their daughter, who would go on to become a legendary healer and midwife.

      “Bramble, I cannot make sense of the scribbles Clara left in the margins and on the bottom here,” Maggie asked her familiar.

      “Not had pudding yet!” he exhorted her. “No information seems to come to the fore.”

      Maggie laughed, though she was frustrated by the delay she would have to tolerate to serve the cat’s sweet tooth. After all, his tributes were the key to his assistance.

      “What do you prefer?” she asked.

      “Do you have mousse?” he asked plainly. “I am feeling mousse-y tonight.”

      “Oh, a quick treat then,” she said, relieved. “Done.”

      She whipped out the ingredients as the rain pelted the windows.

      “I am glad you are getting into the guts and glory of the Corey line, my dear,” he remarked.

      “Not just them,” she said as she worked. “Guess who was a rival family?”

      “No! Really? You don’t say! Let me guess. Mason?” he gasped sarcastically.

      “I know, right? Looks like he and his filthy family have been trying to lord it over this town with their biblical hypocrisy for centuries. Ooh, it makes my blood boil!” she seethed, stirring the mixture roughly in her malcontent.

      “Careful with that delicate recipe,” he cautioned.

      “Speaking of recipes,” she answered without thinking twice, still stirring vigorously, “I see so many untried recipes in the books, all scattered about like quick notes. Did Clara ever try them?”

      Bramble scoffed. “You still don’t get the magic thing at play here, do you, my dear?” He laughed hoarsely at Maggie’s befuddled look. “Those are not recipes. They are magic spells Clara created and jotted down.”

      “Ugh, I would rather just stick to the magic spells I know—cooking,” she jested. “Not too keen to just go and conjure up stuff I have no idea of.”

      However, thinking back on the interesting ingredients and intriguing ‘poems’ she’d read along with them, Maggie had to admit that she was, for lack of a better word, charmed by the idea.
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      The weekend was gone and so was the rain. Over the small town of Hope’s Crossing, the sky was clear, but some people noticed an unusual concentration of ravens flying over the main street and settling on the roof of the church. On their way to the local diner, some tourists took pictures of what they called ‘the ominous signs of dead souls’ traveling over Hope’s Crossing. It was rather fascinating that the birds flocked on the church roof and spire, as if foretelling where the true omens came from.

      Although the sun was shining, the morning was plagued with whipping gusts of wind that lifted some loose trash up in swirls and carried it to the next block. Dust blinded passersby on the sidewalks and businesses kept their doors closed on account of the vicious rattling that threatened to break the glass. It was warm, but unpleasant, and the still-wet soil and grass made for a strange and awful smell under the sun.

      Carl Walden was on his way to the Corey residence. He had not slept since Sunday morning and naturally that had gotten him a stern talking-to courtesy of Reverend Mason. The minister simply did not want to conceive of the pressures that Carl was under, let alone how tired he was. Nobody cared that the police department was understaffed and that Sheriff Walden had to juggle almost all aspects of the station by himself, save for three other subordinates. He was exhausted.

      Reverend Mason and the mayor both treated Carl and his department as a personal armada on the doldrums of Hope’s Crossing. Carl was fed up with it, but he had no choice. Between the two main men of authority, he was legally obliged to serve them. However, being lectured about loyalty to God and disrespect to his representative just because he missed Sunday church service was scratching at his patience.

      Now this.

      Carl had been up since 6:00 a.m. with less than three hours’ sleep and he knew that this next visit would be the worst part of his day. He parked in front of Maggie Corey’s house and took a moment after he switched off the engine. In the passenger seat, Deputy Hill sympathized with him, but she kept quiet. She knew how heavy the yoke of Sheriff Walden’s duties had become.

      “Wait here. I’ll call you when I need you,” he told her.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied obediently.

      “God, this is going to be a long day,” he muttered as he exited the car.

      “That’s what the crows came for, I suppose,” she answered in the suddenly dead-silent car. “Maybe them birds really do ferry souls to the land of the dead.”

      Carl knocked at the door and waited. It was a big house and his common sense dictated that he give Maggie some time to reach the front doors. While he waited, the large gruff sheriff looked at the empty drive next to Maggie’s house. It reminded him of the car problem she’d called him about and he regretted not having gotten to her at all after he’d texted her Guido’s number and hooked up a deal with them. Carl hoped that the referral absolved him somewhat from breaking his promise to come and see Maggie for her to lodge a formal complaint.

      He knocked again, but this time he barely knocked before she opened the door. It was obvious that Maggie had still been sleeping when he called at her door.

      “I am so sorry to wake you, Maggie,” he immediately apologized.

      “Well,” she groaned while she wiped her eyes, “better late than never. Come in.”

      Her hair was loose, for once, cascading down her slender body. The ends of her hair bounced off her buttocks as she walked barefoot, the loose pants she wore dragging along her feet on the floor. Carl felt terrible.

      “Um, Maggie, I am afraid I am not here about the vandalizing problem,” he rambled quickly, to get the first stab in and out. His face begged to cringe, but he kept the poker face of all professional law enforcement officers.

      She turned and folded her arms, leering at him. “Oh? Then do tell, please.”

      He sighed at the effort of avoiding his personal opinion in what he was about to say.

      “I am here to question you,” he started, but stopped with a look of extreme discomfort.

      “About what?” she asked. The beautiful woman raised her eyebrow at him, making him wish he was not a cop.

      “Can we sit?” he asked.

      “Sure. Do I need a drink for this?” she jested, but in truth, it was her keen witch senses imposing a sixth sense on her wits.

      “I would not advise it right now,” he replied, “although I wish it was a privilege I could afford us both.”

      “Just say it, Carl,” she said.

      “This morning a well-known woman in town was found dead,” he sighed. “And I just want to ask you about …”

      “What in the name of God is going on, Carl?” she shrieked suddenly, those icy eyes burning again. He raised a hand and closed his eyes for a moment.

      “Please, just listen,” he said.

      “No! You are questioning me about a dead woman? Seriously? Me? Why me?” she wailed, her chest heaving and falling as she panted.

      “Well, you see, she was in your store on Friday, and from what we were told, several witnesses saw you two having words,” he recited the statement.

      “Oh,” she nodded calmly. “I remember, yes.”

      “You do? Good,” he tried to conduct the interview, but neglected to remember who he was talking to—Maggie, Queen of Sarcasm.

      “Of course,” she said. “Let me show you the greenhouse, where I keep every customer of my shop after I kill them.”

      “Maggie,” he whined, shaking his head.

      “No really, let the witch show you where she keeps body parts for black magic,” she hissed through a clenched jaw. “Do you even hear what you are insinuating? How did she die?”

      He took pause.

      “She died exactly like your Aunt Clara did,” he revealed. “Brutally beaten to death.”

      The revelation stunned Maggie to momentary silence. It was uncanny. Both women had something to do with her and they died in the same way?

      “Was she a witch too, just like my aunt?” she carried on. “I see that rumor seems to be the common denominator for murdering women in this town.”

      “She was a church woman, I’ll have you know. A firm supporter of the teachings of Reverend Mason and prominent member of this society,” he informed Maggie.

      “That means nothing in this town,” she grumbled. “That just means the hypocrites of Hope’s Crossing are getting their comeuppance, but it is unfortunately not at my hand. A girl can wish, though.”

      “Maggie, please don’t say stuff like that. That is incriminating, you know?” he advised. “I left my deputy in the car because I knew you would say something reckless that would affirm speculation and then you would look irrefutably guilty.”

      “That old girl was hefty, Carl. Explain to me how all of my 130lbs could possibly beat her to death,” Maggie defended. “More so, I would have had to follow her home to do that, and I could hardly catch up to the maniac …” Maggie stopped abruptly and gasped.

      “What?” Carl asked.

      “The man she was with! He waited in the car and they had some sort of heavy argument before they sped off like a bat out of hell!” she recounted. “He is muscular and tall. Have you questioned him or are suspects restricted to small-framed women?”

      Carl shook his head. “That man is Oroville, her son-in-law, Maggie. He would never lift a finger to Bettina. The guy lived completely under her thumb and did everything she told him. He would never harm her.”

      “Hfm,” she scoffed, “sounds exactly like the right psychology for a guy to snap, but hey, what do I know?”

      “Look, the mayor is breathing down my neck to charge you for this. They already suspect you of Clara’s murder, and now you have an argument with Bettina and she ends up the same way,” he tried to elucidate.

      “Can you just, for a moment, try and fathom what you are claiming, sheriff?” she reiterated. “This is ridiculous! Oh, and I am fully aware that it is not just the mayor breathing down your neck. It must be so taxing to carry the demon reverend and a crooked politician on your shoulders at the same time, huh?”

      Carl knew that she was right, much as she was defiant and talked to an officer of the law as if he were an idiot and an errand boy. However, he felt that this was exactly what he was and there was not a thing he could do about it unless he wanted to lose his job.

      “Please get dressed, Maggie,” Carl requested politely.

      By now, she had given up trying to talk sense into him. She knew he was in a corner, but still she resented him for not even trying to restore justice by defying the mayor and the insidious preacher. She stormed upstairs, shouting and slamming doors as Carl summoned Deputy Hill to assist in the arrest.

      As the ravens cawed on the church roof, a handcuffed Maggie Corey stepped out on her porch with no tears and no words. Her cold blue eyes were sharp. As Deputy Hill carefully ushered her down the steps, Maggie’s eyes landed on the tall black figure that leered from a safe distance.

      “Coward,” she smiled at him, and he promptly vanished into the other direction behind the thick hedges. In dismay, Carl Walden looked at the same figure with a defeated expression. He was aware of the brutal injustice that he was forced to enforce and it made him sick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      While Maggie was in the county lockup, Bramble set out to help. He knew that her temperament was not fit for life in jail, let alone life in a maximum-security prison. She had been gone all day thus far, which assured him that she was probably not just there for an innocent bout of questions to satisfy the town elders to make her life difficult. This was serious.

      Maggie had passed the stage of anger as she sat in the small detention room assigned to her while she was waiting for news on new developments. She was proud of herself for not throwing a tantrum while in questioning (although she had lost her marbles in front of Carl this morning) and she used the time and solitude to formulate a way to get back at the mayor and the preacher. They had to be supremely knocked down a few notches and pulled out of the dark ages, but how?

      Playing with her hair, she wracked her brain to find a way, a subtle way, to kick them in the nuts. She used Aunt Clara’s method of relaxation to distance herself from her infuriation and step back from the whole situation. This was the only way she could objectively assess the nature of the so-called authorities in Hope’s Crossing.

      “The rules have to change,” she whispered, her eyes closed as she tried to focus. “How do you rattle the cage of a town full of well-established hypocrites? How do you put an arrogant bigot in his place? What would hurt this town?”

      The questions swam in the serene lake of her mind, but beneath the surface, Maggie had sharks waiting.

      “The town is conservative. The town likes privacy to employ its nefarious ways on innocent people, right?” she whispered again. “What would expose these zealots for what they are without spilling blood?”

      “You are on the right track, my dear,” she heard Bramble say. Maggie’s eyes shot open and she gasped, but he jumped on her lap and hushed her just before she exclaimed his name.

      “What are you doing here?” she smiled, cuddling him. “Better yet, how did you get in? Can you get me out?”

      “If you get out, they will just re-arrest you, Maggie. Come now. Think. You were on the right track asking those questions,” he purred. “I just came to help you think.”

      “How did you get in, though?” she asked.

      Her cat winked and rolled back his lip in that sneer she loved so much, the one where his one little fang showed.

      “I have a talent, one of many, where I can find my way into places I should not be able to, you see?” he bragged.

      “A talent, huh? Yeah, I can see that talent at work,” she chuckled. “You have to teach me that sometime.”

      “Oh, I would if I could, darling,” he replied in his best snobbishness, “but it is reserved for familiars of my level.”

      “Excuse me, your highness, but can you condescend to advise me on the plan of action?” she smiled.

      “My thoughts were this,” he started. “Conservative towns which keep their business and prejudice private obviously fear exposure, correct?”

      “I see where you are going with this,” she smirked. “Maybe our esteemed reverend and his mayor boyfriend would like to explain their recent charges to an audience not under their control.”

      “That’s my girl,” Bramble purred as his eyes glinted astutely.

      

      The following day was a potluck at the church and the housewives, schoolchildren, and retired nurses were cackling and clucking over little nothings in their mundane lives as usual. Overseeing the gathering, as usual, was Reverend Mason. He stood on the stage of the small hall adjacent to the main church building, and looked down on his flock with great content. It was good to see so many willing subservient individuals, hungry for his leadership and eager to do his bidding. It had taken centuries, but he was finally at the pinnacle of the town’s throne room.

      The mayor had joined him, holding a piece of shortbread on a saucer.

      “Well done,” Reverend Mason told him. “Finally you managed to get that heretic into a spot where she cannot wiggle free.”

      “I must confess I am quite proud of how easy it was. Would you believe the little imp actually hired a lawyer … from Boston, no less?” the mayor relayed in smug vexation.

      “Little good that would do her. I have enough people locked and loaded to testify to all kinds of nasty things the good Lord would never approve of,” the conceited minister sneered.

      “Amen,” the mayor chuckled.

      A man they had never seen before entered the hall and asked for the parson. One of the ladies pointed to the stage and carried on with her dishing, while the modern-looking man approached the reverend. He was lean and tall, dressed in a suit, and carrying a leather satchel of sorts.

      “Reverend Mason?” the man smiled.

      “That would be me,” the preacher nodded graciously in his deceptively gentle manner. “What can I do for you, my son?”

      The man looked to the door and gestured for his colleagues to enter. “I found him! And the mayor is here too!”

      A handful of people entered the hall, brandishing cameras and microphones. They mobbed the confounded men before they could slip away.

      “Who are you people?” Reverend Mason frowned, trying to maintain his firm and rigid authority.

      “News 87, Stephen Thorn,” the man identified himself. “Tell me, reverend, what is it you hope to achieve with the trial of Margaret Corey?”

      “How did you know about the homicide investigation?” Reverend Mason asked angrily.

      Another journalist poked his microphone in front of the preacher as his cameraman zoomed in on the old man’s face. “Reverend Mason, Paul Hallen from Massachusetts Daily,” he said. “Could you give us a quote?”

      “How did you find me?” he growled. He looked at the mayor in fury. “Did you tell them that I am involved?”

      “You’re a reverend. This is a church,” he heard a woman say. She looked like a harpy, her red hair short and her attitude as loud as her clothing. She was definitely not from a small town. “I am Ricky Hamish, Reverend Mason,” she continued. “Tell me, why are you and the mayor charging Margaret Corey with two murders clearly committed by a man?”

      “What?” he frowned as she pinned him with her eyes while the others filmed.

      “Clearly a man committed those murders, but of course a woman always has to be blamed by you church types. Feminists will not stand for this, unless you can explain to us why you are badgering a woman for crimes that could only have been committed by a masculine killer?” the feminazi insisted.

      “She was standing to inherit considerable holdings in this town if Clara Corey died,” he tried to defend.

      “Even though she was not even in town at the time of the murder?” Ricky the feminist retorted quickly. She hated the reverend on principal alone. The mayor stood half behind the preacher, afraid of the direct mess he was confronted with.

      “We have reason to believe that she could have hired someone,” the mayor tried to intervene.

      “Have you established who the killer is that she supposedly hired?” another man asked. “The case does not mention anything about an accomplice. You are charging Margaret Corey with murder. Shouldn’t that be conspiracy to commit murder? Where is the warrant for the supposed man she hired?”

      The mayor and reverend stood dumbstruck among the hive of journalists and television reporters. Endless questions flew at them from people who would clearly never conform to their limited power in the small town of Hope’s Crossing.

      “This murder trial should be great for tourism, don’t you think?” a woman asked from the back of the group. “Is this why you are charging a small innocent woman with a double murder? I can see it now,” she made quote signs with her fingers, “modern-day witch hunt in which a woman is persecuted for the crime of a man.”

      A man close to the reverend smiled. “That is genius. Was that your intention, mayor? It is a great opportunity to garner attention to your little town. The age-old Salem witch hunt, reinvented to suit our day and age! Brilliant. The town’s clergy setting out to punish a blameless woman for murder. That is guaranteed to put your town on the map.”

      “How does Margaret Corey feel about your accusation for the sake of publicity, Reverend Mason? Mayor? We have a press conference with her lawyer at 3:00,” the feisty Ricky badgered them.

      Reverend Mason was livid. His face flushed red and he ground his teeth, unable to lash out at the press or wallop the mayor for his clumsy handling of public affairs. He bit his tongue and took the brunt of the liberal press that hammered him with contemporary reasoning. Now, among all these outsiders, it was best to refrain from spewing the contempt and hatred he felt towards the feminists and witch lovers, as he saw them. After all, if he allowed them to get to him and he risked an outburst, all his efforts and careful orchestration would be in vain.
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      When Maggie was released, she was uncharacteristically quiet. This alone unsettled those who bore witness to her liberation, but they only looked on as she left the building where she had been in police custody. The media furor, or most of it, at least, had subsided somewhat, but the damage was done. It would take the mayor a lot of diplomacy to restore public relations and tourism. Tourism would definitely now increase, but at a high cost—the town’s reputation.

      Maggie Corey walked down the street, back to her house and shop, where Bramble would be on guard, as they’d discussed. Just in case. Deep inside she felt relieved, but furious. She had struck a hefty blow to the townspeople of Hope’s Crossing and that felt good. Payback. On the other hand, Maggie was still fuming about the audacity they had to even implicate her in such a preposterous agenda and for that, she was not going to stand. How dare they? As if the constant badgering and vandalism was not enough, they were callous enough to take it one step further?

      “What is next? From threats and name calling to vandalism,” she moaned to Bramble, her sole audience, when she sat down on her porch. “They stepped up to incrimination, so what is next? Murder?”

      “I was hoping you would not say that,” he remarked.

      “Well, it is true, Bramble,” she snapped, but not at him, at the town in general. “What can they do next? Think about it. They have slandered my name, my aunt’s name, to such an extent that I cannot even eat at a restaurant in my own bloody town? Now that I knocked them in the balls, they are definitely going to step up their game, and after a murder charge, they can only escalate to that thing you don’t want me to say.”

      “Murder is an ugly word, but I am not avoiding the point, my dear Maggie. I fear for you, and do not forget that I, too, lost Clara. In fact, if I may be a bit blunt, I knew her longer and better than you ever did. Imagine what I felt when I found her—like that.”

      Maggie had to admit that he had a point. It was completely understandable that he would not like the implied next step she mentioned, much as it was true. Sometimes she forgot what Bramble’s stake in this was and she felt ashamed for it. Her hand fell gently on the top of his skull as she stroked his pelt along his spine.

      “I know. I am sorry, Bramble. I’m a moron,” she admitted. “What you are saying is absolutely accurate and I have been too busy just thinking of myself. How can I make it up to you?” she asked.

      “Two words,” he replied as he purred. “Pork roast.”

      Maggie chuckled. “That, I can do.”

      “With mint sauce,” he added as she rose to her feet and entered the front door to get it done.

      “Yes, yes, with mint sauce,” she babbled as her voice faded into the bowels of the house.

      Bramble enjoyed the sunshine as he coiled his body on the cushion of the porch swing while Maggie started their scrumptious dinner. She was grateful that she still had some pork left. After all, with her being in jail and all, she had not been to the supermarket, nor did she feel especially inclined to go there soon. She could only imagine the stares now!

      Her heart was still thundering every time she recalled the disdain with which she had been treated by law enforcement and the town council. Luckily she was an excellent cook and did not have to concentrate much as she prepared the delightful dish for her and Bramble. She’d hardly had anything decent to eat while in custody, so this was her first proper meal in a while. Her hands automatically chopped the herbs as her brain raced over the past few days.

      “Don’t get upset,” she coaxed herself. “You won, remember? They got a good hiding because of you, so just let it go, okay?”

      However, there was a difference between letting it go and allowing them to get away with murder—in the truest sense of the term. Maggie’s messy braid rocked along her lower back as she worked, much as her adrenaline raced through her discontent.

      “Nope. That’s not enough,” she mumbled as she placed the neck of pork on the oven tray and collected the mint. “Strike while the iron is hot. Get them while they are vulnerable. If they recover from this, all this stuff will just escalate all over again.”

      “What on earth are you on about, my dear?” she heard Bramble’s playful voice. Stealthily as he always moved, he had jogged into the house to see how his feast was coming along.

      “Just thinking aloud, is all,” she shrugged, but he could see that hellfire in Maggie’s eyes, the same fire he had seen in the jail holding cell. She was concocting a spiteful comeback for this town once again. Part of the idea worried him, but for the most part, Bramble was excited. He liked a good fight. After all, it was in his nature, right?

      “And what are we thinking aloud about? Drawing and quartering?” he inquired with his head cocked to one side. Maggie chuckled dryly.

      “Close,” she replied with her right eyebrow raised. “So very close. If only I could get away with such a thing, but alas …”

      “Yes, I know. It would be a fine way to celebrate Samhain this year, wouldn’t it?” he jested.

      “I think I must rip this town to shreds while I can, Bramble,” she confessed as she licked off her fingertips and poured a glass of dandelion wine.

      “Pray tell,” he purred.

      “The old-fashioned way of mortals,” she started. “I am going to throw them off-guard, you know? Use their own methods to take them down.”

      “I am dying to hear the actual point of this buildup, my dear,” he sighed.

      She flattened her peculiar purple and green crocodile apron—one of many she collected—and folded her arms across her chest. Maggie’s pretty face distorted in a nasty expression of spite, something Bramble was not accustomed to see on the naïve, sweet girl.

      “I am going to sue this town,” she revealed proudly. “I am going to sue them for everything they have and watch them scramble.”

      “Just make sure that you get a solid lawyer, my darling Maggie. With magic we can do unspeakable things to them, but if you wish to take the course of law, a very fickle course at that, you must be assured of victory,” he advised.

      “I know,” she said.

      “And we cannot let them find a loophole that might exacerbate things,” he added.

      “I know,” she said a bit louder. “I know all that, but it is worth a shot. I cannot let them just walk away from destroying my comfort, infringing on my privacy, damaging my property, and accusing me of a capital crime without consequences!”

      Bramble licked his paw at leisure while Maggie was visibly upset. He put his paw down and replied, “I cannot agree more, now that you summarized the matter so astutely. I have to agree. We cannot let them get away with this.”

      “They have to learn, Bramble, that their actions will have consequences, dire ones at that, if they insist on harassing me like this. If the repercussions are heavy enough, they will learn quickly to think twice before cooking up their next agenda against us,” she lectured, and she was right.

      “And the nature of my revenge is perfectly within the constraints of the law, a nice, normal legal case that they cannot hang the moniker of ‘witch’ on in any event,” she boasted as she opened the oven door.

      

      And that was what she did. Maggie had her lawyer draw up a brief intent to take legal action and send it to the town council. She did not even condescend to approach Reverend Mason at all, or even mention him in the document, which already infuriated his ego, playing to the fact that he was simply not in a high enough capacity to be deemed a threat. From her years of being married to a narcissist, Maggie knew how to insult the reverend better than anyone.

      At the town hall, Carl Walden was waiting for a permit from a local fisherman when he overheard Reverend Mason and the mayor arguing in subdued tones in the next office.

      “Who does she think she is, pulling a stunt like that? I swear, Thomas, I cannot abide by that woman’s insolence any longer!” the reverend hissed.

      Carl heard the mayor clear his throat several times, as he always did when he got nervous.

      “I know, reverend, but technically, there is nothing we can do to avert this. If she is suing the town, we have to play ball or look guilty,” the mayor retorted in his reserved cowardice. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Why do I always have to do the town’s thinking?” Reverend Mason complained in his soft-spoken manner. “Politics and legislation is your sport, Thomas, not mine. Mine is to tend to the souls and morals of the good people of Hope’s Crossing.”

      Carl scoffed to himself at the blatant corruption of the vindictive preacher, deeming himself a good man without any shame.

      The mayor whispered hard, “She is going to bury us, reverend, if we do not give her some space soon. I am not saying forever, but maybe we can just leave her alone for a short while, until this public relations nightmare is over.”

      “She is worse than her aunt, that one,” the reverend said. “We have to get rid of her before she makes too much trouble.”

      “I know, but can we just leave that for a while? Let her call off her dogs at Blakemore & Sons before we hit back,” the mayor suggested. “If we just pretend that we are sorry, she will drop the case and then we are free to make our next move. Just let her be for long enough to stop the legislation, Reverend. My God, she is eating this town’s reputation alive as it is.”

      Carl knew he had to do something. Stuck in the middle between his job and loyalty to his town and his friendship with Maggie Corey, he did not really know how to defuse the situation other than talking to Maggie and appealing to her mercy. After all, she saw him as one of the few people she could talk to. Her trust, however, was lost to him after the incident of the arrest, and she let him have no doubts about her distrust when he tried to apologize for it.

      “How dare you speak for them, Carl?” she shrieked at him. “You know what they are and you know what they did—or are doing—and yet you deign to make excuses for them? No! I will not have it! You arrested me for something ridiculous you know I had no part in, Carl. You! Don’t tell me you could not put it together. I refuse to believe that you …” she caught her breath. “You know what? You are either thick as a clay pig’s ass, Sheriff Walden, or you are, in fact, as evil as that tall demon.”

      “I am not!” he snapped back, feeling the guilt sway him.

      “Oh really? You are Mason’s lackey, Carl. Admit it!” she shouted. Her eyes blazed, but then her expression changed to a calmer, more conniving look. “Both beatings were clearly committed by a large strong man, Carl.” Maggie’s eyes scanned his body suspiciously and the insinuation made him feel sick. “It matters not whether you believe in magic or not; those crimes were the doing of a man your size.”

      “Now you listen, Maggie Corey,” he barked, his finger pointed crookedly as his hand shook in rage, “I will not have you imply such ludicrous nonsense.”

      “This Oroville guy,” she interrupted his speech, “is about your size, isn’t he?”

      Carl was stunned to silence. He had felt so genuinely contrite about arresting her that he had been blinded by her hostility.

      “Oroville? Bettina’s son-in-law?” he asked, disarmed by the new accusation she directed.

      “Yeah,” she nodded casually. “I don’t care what you said about their cozy relationship. I know what I saw and I suggest you at least consider what I think.”

      When Carl walked down Maggie Corey’s porch steps, he was deep in thought, hardly remembering to say goodbye. Maggie was glad, though, that finally he might see further than his loyalty to the town and its devils.
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      The night was restless as Maggie settled into a nice warm bath. Bramble was downstairs, asleep in front of the fire, and she thought it would be a great opportunity for a good long lavender oil soak by candlelight. After all the animosity and stress she had endured, Maggie felt like she deserved it. Outside, the clouds had gathered under the force of the wind and a storm threatened on the distant horizon.

      Maggie had the bathroom window open by just a hair to let in some fresh air, but with the strong wind rattling the house, she could not afford to open it properly. Besides, the bathroom had stained-glass windows and she did not want the precious antique windows to shatter, so she placed a small towel in the gap, just in case it came loose and slammed.

      “Oh God, yes!” she moaned aloud as she sank into the deep tub, feeling the warm oily water cover her tired muscles. The scent of the steam was divine and the mild howl of the wind sounded like a melody in her weary ears.

      Maggie tried not to relive any of the recent unpleasantness of her incarceration, the threats, the legal hostility, and the general hatred for her that she had not earned. Still, she could not help but think of Carl Walden and his strange, perplexed expression when he’d left her house earlier. There was no conclusive determination of what he could have been thinking and she was still trying to figure out what he was wondering as he left.

      At least she’d reiterated her suspicion to him for the umpteenth time. At least she’d yelled at him and gotten some of her frustrations out, and at least he’d looked a little sorry, she thought. Maggie had a temper. That much, she knew. However, no matter how she tried to sweep away the tension and the constant mental bickering she employed to fight her foes in her head, she simply could not relent in such things—not even in a nice warm bath.

      The gust picked up speed and a loud thwack echoed from down the corridor, startling Maggie from her attempted relaxation session. She sat up as the beads of oil and water meandered down her shoulders and back, listening for the sound. At first, she thought it could be the precious bathroom window frame she was worried about smashing, but upon inspection, she realized that it was still agape with the small towel still wedged in it.

      “Thank God for that,” she sighed. “Could never replace that.”

      Again, she heard a sudden sound off in the house, more like a tree branch having fallen against the wooden panels of the house exterior, but with the storm ensuing soon, she reckoned that she would be in for a night of cracks and thumps in Clara’s old house. Maggie got back in the bathtub and soaked up the steamy air that smelled of flowers, determined to relax for once. A few moments of peace was all she needed, and she began to drift off into a mild slumber, still wary not to sink beneath the water. This state of half-woken vigil kept her hearing sharp even in the stronger wails of the wind.

      Far off, as she wandered thoughtlessly behind closed eyelids, she could hear a gentle roll of thunder as the wind rose and fell. The smell of the coming rain permeated through the window and drifted over her. She loved it.

      A slam downstairs jolted her upward, eyes wide open, and this time, she was certain that it was no tree branch.

      “Bramble?” she called from the echoing bathroom. “Was that you? Did you knock something over?”

      But there was no sound. Bramble was happily napping, she knew, otherwise he would have blessed her with one of his sarcastic gems. Maggie got out of the tub, finally surrendering to the thought that she was to have no more time in its warm sanctuary tonight. Besides, the water had cooled down considerably by now, what with all the interruptions.

      “Just another blow to my little scraps of happiness, right,” she muttered as she dried herself to get dressed. Deep into the obscurity of the ground floor, to the east, she heard another suspicious clap and scrape along the side of the house. It was just too random to be a repetitive act of nature, but as she stole down the wooden floor on moist, bare feet, Maggie heard another sound follow each of the peculiar scrapes.

      “What is that?” she whispered, wary of peeking over the bannister. Every time a thump came, it was followed by the same sound—a kind of suctioning sound. It reminded Maggie of when she was little and played fantastical games with her friends. Drawing in breath hard, through lips made for whistling, she always called it a reverse whistle. This odd sound of sucking in breath happened every single time after a clack or thump and it scared Maggie.

      She refused to descend the stairs. Besides, it came from outside the house on the lower floor, so Maggie thought it better to keep a vigil from the top floor to better ascertain its origin. Never before had Maggie thought her fear for thunder would be lost on her, but even though it rumbled and growled across the sky, she was too invested in finding the source of the sound. When she came to the window of a spare room, she looked out on the small section of lawn that ran into the sidewalk of the main street.

      Maggie gasped.

      Below, dressed in dark clothing and a hoodie, a large intruder was loitering, testing the sides of the house with a crowbar.

      “You son of a …” she sneered angrily, but she elected to watch and see what he was up to instead of coming out of the house with a harpy’s fury. “What do you want, buster?” Maggie briskly rolled up her long hair and fixed it into a bun on her head to keep her peripherals clear. Watching the big man try her windows gave her chills and Maggie had to hold her chest to calm herself. Her heart was aflame again, throbbing madly with fear and anger at the audacity of the intruder.

      “What the hell does he want?” she whispered as she watched him pass one window for another on his way to the back of the house. On the second floor, Maggie followed him accordingly as he wrenched the crowbar into every single hinge and crevice he could try. It infuriated her, but she knew it would be better to watch and see.

      Suddenly, the large frame of the prowler leaned back for a brief moment before he bolted forward with his crowbar to charge at the window. Maggie winced as she anticipated the impact, but what happened surprised her as much as it surprised the burglar. A dull flash sent him reeling as he made contact with some invisible shield and there it was—Maggie’s strange reverse whistle sound.

      “Wait a minute,” she gasped. “That is the sound of some shield? That is where it came from? Every time he tries to attack the house, that flash and that sound push him away?” Her large blue eyes glinted in disbelief and then a smile painted itself on Maggie’s face. “That’s so cool!”

      After a few minutes of scrutiny, the attempted burglary had become a bit of a game to Maggie, although the feeling of danger prevailed inside her. Every time he tried to break a window or force a doorframe, knocking over her potted plants that adorned the porch or running the sharp end of the crowbar across her paint, Maggie fumed. Still, his anonymity prevented her from confronting him. After all, not knowing him meant that she had no idea what he would resort to.

      “Geez, you don’t give up, do you?” she sighed, shaking her head as she saw him relentlessly trying to breach the safety of her house. He certainly was unyielding in his attempt, and that was what concerned Maggie the most. He tried to light the fence hedges on fire, and again the strange sound accompanied his failed efforts. The flames simply died the moment he ignited the fuel, leaving black marks all over the place without any harm coming to the bushes. Maggie laughed as softly as she could, crudely growling like a trucker as her gleeful gloating accompanied her dwindling fear of the prowler.

      “So, that was you. Second time around and you still can’t burn the hedges, you moron,” she chuckled. In her thoughts, her inner voice reminded her not to get too comfortable. The man was probably there to kill her or scare her enough to silence her and by the looks of his size, she would be a fool to rely entirely on magical wards and dumb luck. His huge frame forced her to confront a thought she did not want to entertain.

      “Is that you, Carl Walden?” she asked softly as she readied her small handheld camera to film the incident without his knowledge. “You are always so quick to take me in whenever the mayor snaps his fingers, aren’t you? Maybe you just got tired of playing nice time and time again.”

      Maggie’s fingers slid over the buttons of the camera, but she neglected to remove the flash function before pressing the record button. Suddenly, as the timer started rolling, the camera’s flash function streamed a white beam of light down on the burglar, betraying Maggie’s intentions. He looked up so briefly that she could not capture his face in the dark shadow of his hood, but when he saw the camera, he took off running into the dark patches under the trees where the streetlights could not reach.

      “Drat! Damn, that was nearly close enough!” she shouted freely, now that she did not have to be quiet anymore. Checking her footage was no help either. There was just nothing she could use, but Maggie was grateful for his flight—and even more impressed with the wards that protected her beautiful old mansion.
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      With the thunder clapping above her, Maggie was already timid. She’d always loved rain, but the roaring sky still frightened her, even though she thought it was beautiful. Perhaps it was her mother’s paranoia when she was little, telling her that the lightning could follow her if she left the window and curtains drawn open. Many of her mother’s tales turned out to be false, probably deliberately so in the throes of parenthood, but Maggie had never really followed up about the lightning thing as an adult. Better safe than sorry, though, and she closed the shutters of her bedroom window to keep out any temperamental electricity.

      As she lay in the semidarkness with the subdued rumble of thunder to serenade her already sinister thoughts, Maggie could not help but feel that she had reached a dead-end in trying to find her aunt’s killer and the person who framed her for Bettina’s murder as well. If she could not find the killer soon, she might end up being the only suspect left after all.

      

      “I have to know who he is, Bramble,” Maggie whined the next morning, trying to look through the vague and short footage she’d recorded. “The longer I take to find him, the colder the trail. And then? Guess who will be unable to clear her damn name for good? Me!”

      “Marjoram,” he replied, lapping up a delicious concoction of eggnog and warm milk with cinnamon his witch made for him.

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      “Mar-jo-ram,” he repeated slowly.

      “I am not Clara. I use marjoram in food, Bramble. I am not some veteran witch who can just conjure up spells,” she argued.

      “You are precisely that, you silly woman,” he retorted with a scoff. “You are fortunate that I have so much patience with your deliberate ignorance, you know?”

      “Bramble, I am not a witch. I just happen to be from a long line of witches,” she protested.

      “Because you are a witch,” he persisted casually. Bramble was ancient in years, but he did enjoy employing schoolyard teasing when someone was being oblivious to the obvious, and Maggie was the most tedious of all the people he had ever mocked.

      “What am I supposed to do with marjoram, then? Enlighten me! Teach me your witchcraft, oh majestic feline,” she sang at him.

      “Watch it,” he said abruptly. “You do not want to speak to me in such a tone if you know what is good for you, young lady.”

      “What are you going to do?” she called his bluff.

      Bramble did nothing. He simply leered at her, motionless, soundless, and fixed.

      “Bramble?” she frowned. “What is happening?”

      The large back cat held his pose, a mute and scary static position that made her worry. After all, Maggie did not know anything about familiars or what they could do. What if she had cheesed him off good and well this time? What if he was about to turn into something creepy or vindictive? What if he suddenly attacked her? Maggie regretted forgetting that he was actually not a common cat at all. She crept closer to Bramble.

      “Bramble?” she said softly, leaning in to stroke him.

      Suddenly, the feline hissed, his eyes momentarily shifting from green to yellow and back to green. The gesture sent Maggie stumbling backward into the fridge door in fright. His laughter was jovial, but just underneath, Maggie heard a lower, guttural voice laughing that thoroughly reminded her that he was more than a pet.

      “My apologies, my dear!” he chuckled. “I could not resist that ditty!”

      “You are reprehensible, Bramble! How could you do that to my heart? I will drop dead of fright and then who are you going to torment?” she panted, clutching her chest with a weak smile.

      “Don’t doubt me, dammit,” he purred proudly, flexing his sharp nails from their furry sheaths. “I am telling you. Use marjoram to loosen the tongue of that timid lush next door. After all, she is the only one who knows firsthand.”

      “She knows? Knows knows or might know?” Maggie asked.

      “I think she knows knows,” he clarified. “It was too uncanny that she happened to be at the party and the next day all hell broke loose, Maggie. Just think about it. She knows better than anyone, but she is weak. Weaklings cower and lie. We have to un-make her lies, get it?”

      “With marjoram?” Maggie said skeptically.

      “With marjoram. Trust me,” he assured her. “Clara’s Scottish recipe book. She always called it that because it has some tartan as a cover. Easy to find among the others. Clara had endearing names for all her recipe books.”

      Maggie smiled dreamily. Of all the things that had been happening, she realized that she had almost forgotten why she came here. Ashamed of her selfishness, she shook her head.

      “Auntie Clara,” she said mildly, her smile growing across her face. “I miss you. I miss you so much and I have been neglecting you since I came here. All this nasty stuff. That is no excuse, I know.”

      “Good to see you remember the true reason you need to get this imperative information,” Bramble mentioned. “Clara’s killer is still at large and the least you can do as her heiress, my dear, is to avenge her death by calling out her killer, right?”

      “Right!” Maggie nodded with conviction.

      “Marjoram,” he answered plainly.

      Maggie took a deep breath and tried not to say something she should not. “All right, already! Marjoram it is.”

      She rushed over to the spice rack and rummaged through the sachets and bottles. Confused, she turned to Bramble. “Um, what do I do with it?”

      Bramble sighed and put his paw over his eyes.

      

      The following day Maggie found herself traipsing through the messy garden of her neighbor, Sharon Blake. Again. In her basket, she had a bottle of wine and some cookies, drenched in marjoram. She was reluctant to believe that it would actually work, especially since she still could not get herself to fully believe in magic. Maggie had to incessantly remind herself of the wards she had seen working against the intruder the night before.

      “Magic is real. Magic is real,” she murmured. “Remember the lightning of the shields? This will work. Just believe it. Believe.”

      “My, my, I thought I was the only mad cow talking to myself,” she heard Sharon’s sharp voice cut through her ears. The plump woman was perched on a wooden stool on her porch, drink in hand. On the other hand, she was wearing a gardening glove full of mud. She saw Maggie’s befuddled look and laughed. “Clara used to tell me that weeding is better when the soil is wet. Don’t think I don’t know how bad my yard looks. I know. I know. I weeded all day over there by the fence, see?”

      Maggie looked toward the direction Sharon spoke of, but all she could see was a mess of muck and grass strands, soil upheaved like a fresh grave.

      “Who did you bury there?” Maggie joked with a wink and a smile, but Sharon failed to see the humor.

      “N-no … nobody, my God!” she quickly replied.

      “I was playing with you,” Maggie shrugged, but Sharon’s reaction was indeed stinking with guilt.

      “Oh.”

      “Sharon, it has been raining all day. You weeded the garden?” Maggie tried to start a casual conversation.

      Her neighbor shrugged and scoffed. “Wet soil, isn’t it?”

      Maggie smiled, trying not to laugh right out. “I brought you some butter cookies. Peace offering for upsetting you last time. Been feeling so bad about it, so I made something nice to beg your forgiveness.”

      Sharon plopped her muddy, gloved hand on Maggie’s hand, evoking a cringe from the poor woman from the cold dirt on her warm skin. “You owe me no such thing, doll. No such thing, but I will have some cookies. You are possibly a better cook than Clara herself.”

      “Thank you,” Maggie said and held out the basket. “I already have them in a dish. Just take off the cling wrap. I didn’t want them to get wet.”

      It was clear that Sharon was tipsy from the drink in her hand that she promptly replaced on the little table. The drizzle colored the entire panorama in a spooky mist of oblivion that Maggie found quite beautiful, even with Sharon’s eyesore yard within sight. Next to Maggie, Sharon was crunching on the butter cookies, offering her the plate. Maggie had to join her so as not to let on that the cookies were tampered with, so to speak.

      “I am so glad you came, Maggie,” Sharon muttered through a mouthful of crumbs. “So nice to see you again. You are a bit of a recluse.”

      “Not really. Just been busy,” Maggie sighed.

      “Busy being locked up for nonsense, I’d say,” Sharon blurted, rather surprising herself.

      Great. That was blunt. Maybe the truth serum is working, Maggie thought in amusement.

      “Nonsense indeed,” Maggie agreed, thinking about the fiasco at the jail.

      “Nobody with an ounce of common sense will believe that crap, Maggie,” Sharon said firmly, grabbing her next cookie. “You must know that. I want you to know that. I want you to be sure that not all the townspeople are against you. Many of them loved Clara and her magic brews. How could they not? Her witchcraft was good and clean and wholesome.”

      “Whoa,” Maggie uttered inadvertently.

      “True!” Sharon affirmed. “Let us not fool ourselves. We both know what she was, and it was because of me, Maggie, that she came to a terrible end! My fault!”

      “Why do you say that? You couldn’t harm a fly,” Maggie played along, but she could see that Sharon was ready to talk.

      “Ha! No, I could not, but my bloody tongue when I am drunk …” she paused, her chest heaving and falling as the guilt gripped her once more. “I was drunk and I said too much, Maggie. My God, I said too much, and I caused that lovely woman’s death.”

      “Wait, take a breath, Sharon,” Maggie consoled her.

      “No, you have to know. You must know the truth. It was my big mouth and alcohol breath that admitted in front of all those church people that Clara’s curative soup was a magic brew to heal the children. Me! I exposed her, but I swear, Maggie, I never meant to!”

      Maggie took her hand and caressed it with her thumb, allowing Sharon to spit it all out and hopefully spill solid information in the process. Sharon Blake did not disappoint.

      Maggie urged gently, even in her shock at the revelation. “Why would they go as far as killing her over soup, Sharon?”

      “Because they believed that she was a witch and that alone must have spurred someone to actually kill her for it!” Sharon rambled, her eyes once more welling with tears. “They must have spread the news until it reached someone who actually had a black enough heart to do that to her.”

      “Who, though? Who did you tell, Sharon?” Maggie pressed, trying not to push too hard, but she was so close now that her heart was beating madly.

      Sniffling, Sharon looked up in recollection of that night. Her eyes darted across the porch roof as she tried to remember. “Um, let me see. There was Sheriff Walden …”

      Bingo! Maggie thought.

      “… and his daughter. There was Oroville Chance and his mother-in-law Bettina,” Sharon named them and then looked at Maggie. “That is the woman they accused you of killing the other day.”

      “Yes, I know,” Maggie rushed in, not keen to hear about it again. “So the sheriff and the son-in-law both heard you say that?”

      Sharon nodded affirmatively, crunching on the last cookie.

      This confirmed Maggie’s suspicions, although she could not narrow them down to one suspect. Both Sheriff Walden and Oroville Chance had been present when Clara’s secret came out. Both men were big in stature. Both men knew where she lived.
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      As Maggie returned home, she found Bramble sitting at attention.

      “Well?” he asked. “Did she spill it? I wager that she spilled it.”

      Maggie nodded and put down the empty basket minus the cookies and wine. “She leaked, and then she broke the dam.”

      “Told you so,” he said with no small measure of self-satisfaction. “And are you any wiser for it?”

      Maggie sighed wearily. “I know for sure that Aunt Clara was killed for being a witch. I also know that Sharon told a group of people that Aunt Clara’s soup was a magical brew.”

      “Curses,” Bramble said.

      “And in that group, both the men I suspect were present, so I cannot be too far off,” she speculated. “Oroville Chance. I don’t know him at all, but for some reason I am thankful I don’t. Then there is Carl Walden. They were both there when Sharon blurted.”

      “Drunken wench,” Bramble scoffed. “Knew that one day she would do something idiotic. Just never thought it would come to something so deadly, so serious. Stay away from her, my dear, before she does you the same courtesy.”

      “It is not like they don’t already think that of me anyway, Bramble,” she reasoned. She sighed as she put the kettle on. “I am just disappointed that Carl is involved at all, even in a suspicious capacity.”

      “Why?” Bramble asked curiously.

      Maggie stared at her familiar. She knew she was supposed to trust him with her life, that she could tell him anything and everything, yet she felt awkward in discussing her personal feelings.

      “You like him, don’t you?” the cat beat her to it. His tone was so casual that Maggie felt more at ease by admitting it. After all, if Bramble already knew she liked Carl, he would not be taken aback with an affirmation.

      “I do,” she moaned, pulling a face. “I don’t want to. No, I mean … I want to like him, but I don’t want to like him and suspect him at the same time.” She sank down on the chair and played with the coffee mug between her hands. “I mean, he did actually arrest me, you know? It’s just that this not knowing is driving me mad. Why do I always attract maniacs?”

      Bramble had a few good ones, but he refrained from pestering her—for now.

      “Just bake more cookies and feed him some. See what he says,” Bramble advised her. “I’ll take honey with my tea, thank you.”

      Maggie gasped. “Sorry, Bramble. My head is not on straight.”

      “Ugh, don’t I know it,” he sighed as she quickly grabbed his favorite tea bowl to prepare his Earl Grey with honey and mint.

      “You know, I might just do that,” she replied. “The truth cookies.”

      

      She gave this a lot of thought over the next day. There were no illusions in her heart. She had to know somehow, but she was not desperate enough to force herself to do such a conniving thing again. It took a lot of mulling over, but she prepared for any eventuality regarding Carl Walden’s knowledge. Having finished another batch of marjoram butter cookies, she was still contemplating actually using them.

      Just before she opened the store for the day, Maggie elected to put the cookies on a display tray for her customers. In the end, she did not like the ethics of what she desired here and she folded under the iron of congeniality. Maggie tried to keep busy while the day drew on, but she could not help but start a little every time someone entered her shop. After all, the last person who did utterly spoiled her day, not to mention that she was now cold and stiff in the worst way.

      As if Maggie’s very soul was wary of the town, she found herself alert to passersby. It felt as if the Reverend Mason was watching her, although the notion was quite preposterous. Maggie sensed that he was in some way lurking, keeping a keen eye on what she was doing, and she hated it. She hated it mostly because she could not prove it and she could not still the unrest it stirred in her deeper consciousness.

      A giant silhouette darkened her door and startled Maggie. It was the sheriff. He gave her a skewed, uncomfortable smile as he stepped inside.

      “Did I scare you? Sorry if I did,” he said awkwardly, holding his hat in his hands.

      “No, no,” she smiled, but when she looked into his dark eyes, her heart begged to speak the truth, like a marjoram curse. “Well okay, yes. You scared me. I have just been a bit on edge today.”

      “More than usual?” he jested, immediately examining the silver tray and green doily that presented some scrumptious cookies. He looked at Maggie’s cat, grooming himself in the light of the afternoon sun.

      He is going for it! Shall I stop him? No, don’t stop him. You want to know what he is thinking, what he knows, her inner self argued with her. Leave it. Don’t make it look as suspicious as it should be. Let him eat, dammit. It is, after all, why you made them!

      “May I?” he asked, his huge hand halfway to the tray.

      No!

      “Yes, of course,” she chuckled nervously. “All yours. On the house.”

      “Thanks,” he smiled. Maggie tried not to notice that Bramble had perked up in curious fascination.

      “So, to what do I owe the honor of the sheriff’s patronage today?” she fished.

      He shrugged, trying to sound civilized through a mouthful of marjoram cookie. “Nothing, really. Just thought I would come and check on you.”

      “Checking if I left town?” she asked inadvertently. Maggie could not help it. Her wit was faster than her tongue and utterly merciless. She regretted it the moment it left her lips, but he took it in stride.

      “Yes, Maggie. Just dying to slap the cuffs on you again,” he said, taking another cookie. Maggie could not help but notice the naughty glint in his eyes at the mention of the cuffs. It made her heart jump and her face flush and she had to change the subject quickly.

      “So, between you and me,” she started, “who do you really think committed these murders?”

      Work, cookie, work! that inner voice begged.

      Licking his lips and wiping his mouth a bit ruggedly, Carl swallowed before he spoke, leaving Maggie on tenterhooks. “Um, well, all I can say is that personally I believe both murders were committed by the same perpetrator. Of that, I am certain.”

      “Oh okay,” she answered, trying to figure out what exactly that meant.

      “Well, I see you are in good spirits and don’t need the assistance of the law right now, so I had better be off,” Carl said.

      “Suave, that one,” Bramble said, but Maggie had to pretend that the meow was just incidental.

      “All right, sheriff, have a good day further,” she smiled, pursing her lips in frustration as Carl gave her a smooth salute and left the shop.

      Maggie swung around to look at Bramble. “What a crock!” she said. “These cookies are about as potent as a teabag in the ocean! What a scam! How come he said nothing honest? These cookies are crap, man.”

      Bramble sighed and leaped onto the counter, eating one of the cookies without explanation. Licking his lips and cocking his head, he only had one thing to say to her.

      “Nope, it works. Here is what I think. I honestly and truly think you are an idiot for giving up so quickly, Miss Corey. Get it together. See? Truth.”
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      In the newspaper delivered to Corey’s Herbs and Simples every day, Maggie saw something interesting that she construed as a sign of sorts. She was thumbing through the large pages, looking for a local car parts shop when she saw the Obituary section.

      “Bramble,” she said, “there is a notification of Bettina’s funeral. Bettina Reece, 48, of Hope’s Crossing, taken too soon, blah blah blah.”

      “That is monumentally insensitive of you, Maggie!” Bramble exclaimed from his comfy spot on the windowsill. “I love it.”

      “No, seriously,” she replied, “she was a total bitch, even upon first meeting, and you heard her. She had it in for me from the moment she walked in here. I am not sorry she is dead, and I am done lying to myself just because I am trying to be a good person. Besides, it is just you I am talking to.”

      “Just me?” he gasped. “I resent that.”

      “You know what I mean,” she smiled and stroked his back. “Just you, as in, only you and no other ears. Only you, the only one I can trust to be honest with.”

      “All right, all right. Enough with the thick smearing. I get it,” he purred, craning his neck to get optimal affection from her absentminded petting. “Are you going, then? Do you think it is a good idea for the evil witch to show up at the funeral of her victim?”

      “Quite the opposite, methinks,” she replied, staring out the window onto the bustling street, ripe with goth tourists on their way to Salem and bored retired wine connoisseurs. “If I show up to pay my respects, people will see that I am just a normal woman with morals.”

      Bramble scoffed and coughed a fit.

      “Oh shut it,” she grinned. “Seriously. I didn’t know her and I really didn’t like her, but I am not a monster.”

      “Why do I feel that you have some underlying agenda in attending Bettina’s funeral, my dear?” he meowed lazily. He knew Maggie as well as he knew her aunt. After all, they were blood, and blood carried strong associative traits that could not be denied. Not even Maggie herself realized how well her new familiar knew her mannerisms and thoughts. Her blue eyes fell sternly on him as she lodged her hand on her side.

      “Why do you always think the worst of me?”

      “I never said it was a bad agenda, did I?” he asked. “I can just tell that you are up to something. Something more than paying your respects. Look, Maggie, you are simply not someone who allows injustice to triumph, and I think that is a very decent attribute you have there. Your aunt had it too. I know you are going to Bettina’s funeral to see what you can uncover about her and her relationships, but what I do not know is to what end you wish to risk your reputation again.”

      “Maybe I just want to see who is there and see if I can accidentally overhear something that might help me find the killer. You never know. Grief loosens the inhibitions of people and just maybe I can get some information on that unsavory cur she had a tiff with before she ended up beaten to a pulp, you see?”

      “I see,” he merely acknowledged.

      “What? No speech?” she asked.

      “Nope. I was curious about your agenda and you told me. Plain and simple,” he explained. “You have to remember that I am on your side, my dear Maggie. No matter how I bicker and tease, in the end, you are my witch, and I am bound to you with affection and mostly, security. I make sure you don’t step in something you can’t wipe off and I assist you in every way you need me.”

      She picked him up and cuddled him. “Aw, thank you, my darling Bramble.”

      “That is lovely,” he sighed with mock impatience. “So what are you going to take? Flowers? Napalm?”

      Maggie put him down and giggled as she rounded the counter. With a gleeful smirk, she lifted the tray of cookies, meager as they had become after the sheriff’s visit.

      “Oh dear!” he said, impressed. “You had better get started on the batter, then, Miss Corey. Defender of the innocent. Interrogator of culprits.”

      “I had better, yes,” she nodded with a sly glimmer in her eye he at once recognized as the Corey cunning he so adored.

      

      The following day, Maggie did not bother to attend the church service of Bettina’s funeral, for several reasons. She especially did not need to see or engage the foul Reverend Mason, so she elected to join the procession and then proceed to the gathering to deliver her cookies. In fact, the very act reminded her of Aunt Clara and the soup sneaking, and for reasons equally serious.

      Not surprisingly, her presence caused a murmur of discontent among some of the townspeople, not to mention the gaunt and miserable countenance of Reverend Mason, who presided over the wake. The mayor was there too, visibly recoiling from the beautiful Corey woman as he backed into a corner to eat what was on his small plate.

      Everyone knew that Maggie Corey was not to be trifled with, simply for the fact that she had a hell of a lawyer, if her enemies were lucky enough to suffer her litigation approach and not her magic. If only Maggie knew how they had come to fear her now.

      “The gall of that woman,” she heard someone whisper from the small, churning crowd. “She kills Bettina and then dares to show up for her funeral?”

      “That is disgusting,” another replied. “Not to mention evil. Only serial killers are that sick.”

      “Enough said,” said another.

      Maggie tried not to let them get to her. If she could find the killer, they would all feel like fools and come groveling for her forgiveness. Then she could gloat.

      Dressed in her best black attire, Maggie waited at the table where she had placed the marjoram delights. The delectable confection she’d brought filled the air with a wonderful smell, quite the opposite of the atmosphere of the wake. On the other side of the table, she noticed the vacant expression of the freakish Oroville, just standing about with no decorum. His slapdash suit was clearly made for a man six inches shorter as his hands dangled from the cuffs that practically sat halfway up his forearms.

      He must have bothered some to do whatever he deemed as grooming, in that he’d shaved for once, and parted his greasy brown hair in an attempt to look presentable. Maggie winced at the sight of him. A lug of brainless muscle with questionable breeding, he locked eyes with her as she approached him. She could see the disdain in his face.

      Geez, pal, it looks as if you just tasted your own earwax, she thought as she smiled and presented her cookies.

      “I am so sorry for your loss, Mr. Chance,” she lied sweetly. “I baked these for you, hoping that you would at least feel a bit better after your mother-in-law’s passing. Please feel free to let me know if there is anything I can do.”

      Without hesitation or ceremony, he lashed his hand out to the cookies and started crunching them down. Maggie was repulsed by his eating habits, as she’d suspected she would be. Oroville’s eating habits were on par with his appearance and he snorted like a swine as he swallowed down the first two cookies, looking at her with no small amount of suspicion.

      “There is something you can do,” he mumbled through the spittle and crumbs. “You can go to hell, that’s what.”

      “Excuse me?” Maggie shrieked. That was too forward to tolerate and she could feel the rage well up inside her feisty heart, but she had to hold fast to her convictions. If she started a fight now, she would just prove them right. From the other side of the open-plan room, she noticed big Carl Walden standing around in his uniform, having come to show his face briefly.

      “I don’t give a damn what you think, witch,” he sneered, chewed cookie paste lining the edges of his browned teeth. “This,” he held up a cookie, “is all you types are good for, so you can piss right off, bitch.”

      Maggie’s ice-blue eyes lit up with fury. She refused to allow this, no matter what her plans were. After all, he had eaten enough of her deceiving gift.

      “What did you say, you lowlife moron?” she shrieked, instantly hushing the entire wake in anticipation of drama—and they were not disappointed. “Tell me something, if you can articulate beyond Neanderthal grunts at all,” she hissed loudly. “Did you kill Aunt Clara and your mother-in-law? Did you?”

      Everyone stood mute at the open confrontation.

      “Oh, Maggie,” Carl said under his breath, not really shocked at how things had turned out. Some were appalled by the disrespect Maggie showed for the late Bettina, including the reverend, who immediately held his breath to see what Maggie was doing.

      “Did you, Oroville?” she screeched through clenched teeth, leaning right in to corner him. “Did you kill Clara and Bettina?”

      “Yes, so what?” Oroville barked at her. “I killed them and I liked it! You’re next, you menace. You’re next!”

      Everyone gasped and some of the people yelped in disbelief, all holding their hands over their mouths and grasping their chests in amazement at Oroville’s outright confession. In fact, Oroville himself was as stunned as everyone else, because he had no control over his mouth. He would never have admitted this, yet it had just burst out of his mouth.

      Reverend Mason was pallid in the face, but for a change, he said nothing while Oroville’s wild gray eyes darted between the stunned attendants who shook their heads with mouths agape. He was clearly panicking. Suddenly, he shoved Maggie hard, and she fell to the floor as he dashed out of the hallway and fled into the distance, with Carl in futile pursuit.

      Maggie looked them all in the eye, hoping that they would finally see that she was innocent, but she underestimated their passivity and gullibility. More were just shaking their heads at her, under the towering preacher with the black robe who narrowed his eyes at her in brute hatred.

      Maggie staggered to her feet, clumsily straightening her clothing as she marched out of the hallway. Inside, the murmurs of the astonished gathering ensued, but the vindictive preacher saw this as a perfect moment to step in and apply some of his own magic—the art of mock-piety and religious subterfuge.
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      Furious, but victorious, Maggie’s car screeched away from the wake on her way back home. A car was following her, but she was too angry to care. All the way back home, she scanned her surroundings for Oroville’s awkward lurching frame, but he appeared to have vanished into thin air. So many thoughts raced through her mind. How could they not see? How come nobody tried to stop Oroville? Why was the callous minister so quiet all the time? Maggie could not fathom that nobody seemed to possess any ounce of common sense in this town.

      Upset, she sneered and raged as she drove, looking like a madwoman talking to a crowd of maniacs. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel when the involuntary tears came. Tears of unfairness. Maggie was positively livid. She slammed her hand on the wheel as she neared her sanctuary, the beautiful old building with the hex sign painted on the tower.

      “Now I know why there are so many apostates! Atheists, I get it! I get it. Snakes!” she howled in anger as the dingy car in her wake turned with her. “What do you want?” she screamed as she stopped short in the driveway. Maggie had had it. She’d just gotten a solid confession and still nobody had done anything to apprehend the killer. There was little that could still scare her now.

      Slamming her car door with hellish might, Maggie stormed to the car behind her.

      “What? What do you want from me?” she wailed angrily, but when the door opened, a sympathetic face met her gaze. “Sharon?” she frowned.

      “Please, calm down, Maggie,” she consoled Maggie, holding her shaking hands. “I was there. I saw that and I believe you, do you hear me? I believe you.”

      To Maggie Corey, those elusive, rare, almost impossible words fell on her like a cool rain after a sunburn. Those were words she’d never heard, not believing she would ever hear them in this damned town.

      I believe you

      She was speechless, but grateful. Sharon sighed and ran her hand up and down Maggie’s upper arms.

      “Don’t you worry. He will pay for what he did,” she tried to comfort the weeping witch.

      At least now I know that magic works, Maggie reckoned to herself. She looked at Sharon with a hopeless shrug. “Will he, though? Will he get what he deserves? In this town?”

      “We have to believe that he will,” Sharon replied as she walked up the stairs with Maggie.

      “I am running a bit low on faith these days, Sharon. You sound like those deluded sheep you hang out with on Sundays,” she told her neighbor. “Besides, I now have a murderer on the loose with a grudge against me. Double whammy.”

      “He will not come for you now, I think. I mean, he was just implicated, and he confessed. He would be stupid to come to your house or your shop now, right? Obviously, Sheriff Walden will be keeping an eye on you, and not even Oroville is stupid enough to come back here to finish you off,” Sharon rambled.

      Maggie knew she was right, if one were inclined to use logic, but this town was the inverse of that and anything against Maggie Corey would be categorically excused. At least, that was how she felt.

      “That was conclusive proof, Sharon,” she sighed. “He confessed. Just like that. That was all we needed.”

      “I know,” Sharon agreed. “Carl will get him. If he even tries to stick his head out.”

      “Carl,” Maggie simply said. “Carl is one of the only people I can trust in this godforsaken community, but he is not exactly at liberty to do the right thing as opposed to following orders, you know what I mean?”

      “Yeah,” Sharon said, bowing her head. “But he is at least trying, as much as he lacks the manpower … or the omnipotence it takes to watch you.”

      The two shared a giggle. It was true. Maggie had stirred things up in Hope’s Crossing and every single thing she did caused an uproar for poor Sheriff Walden. He would literally have to be everywhere to put out all the fires she started.

      “Thanks to Reverend Mason, all those witnesses are now lulled back to oblivion, as always,” Sharon moaned, shaking her head.

      “What did he say?” Maggie asked quickly, eager to ignite her temper once more.

      “No, no, don’t worry about that,” Sharon said. “Let’s just say that they actually believe that Oroville only said those things because,” she gestured inverted commas with her fingers, “he was drunk and overcome with grief.”

      “Are you serious?” Maggie gasped, her moth wide open at the ludicrous and illogical news. “I had no idea that grief could make you bash someone’s skull in, twice over, no less.”

      “That is the problem in this town,” Sharon growled, looking as weary of it as Maggie was. “Too much propaganda and too little common sense, or common decency, even!”

      “That is old news to me, girl,” Maggie said, holding Bramble on her lap to comfort her.

      

      Across town, Sheriff Walden was at the end of his tether. He could not catch up with the fleeing suspect, but he knew all Oroville’s hangouts and vowed to investigate them all. The problem was that he did not have enough people to aid in the manhunt, even less so now that the reprehensible Reverend Mason had used his influence to dissuade the people of Hope’s Crossing from looking for Oroville. Carl Walden was silently furious as he sat down in his office.

      He was simply spread too thin to launch a proper investigation or manage a search for his suspect and to make things worse, time was of the essence here. If he took too long in locating Oroville, he could flee the state before law enforcement could deploy enough officers to form a dragnet.

      “So close! So damn close!” Carl grunted, his jaw clenched in frustration. He too believed that Maggie Corey was innocent, that she had successfully managed to get Oroville to confess. It was obvious to the sheriff that Oroville was the perfect suspect. Not only did he have motive, but he had the strength and deviancy to commit those atrocious murders.

      Carl had no idea how to go about trapping Oroville Chance now. He was livid about not having enough resources to trail Oroville effectively. No matter how convinced Carl was of Oroville’s guilt, he could do nothing to enforce justice until he actually apprehended the tall, messy menace. Worn down, exhausted, and frustrated, Carl decided to spend the next few hours doing research. He recalled his old sergeant always insisting that good detective work and eventual arrests came predominantly from research.

      Without any more excuses in his mind, the gruff sheriff started looking up old case files pertaining to Bettina’s daughter’s suicide and Bettina’s own court files from the year before. He did extensive research on the background of Audrina Chance and her mental stability leading up to the suicide, but some things mentioned in the psychiatrist’s files unsettled him.
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      Maggie was trying to keep calm, but she was struggling to act accordingly. After the ordeal at the funeral, she could not get Oroville’s cold, evil glare out of her head. Those empty, almost wraith-like gray eyes leering into her soul as he spat those filthy accusations at her. Maggie felt her skin crawl at the reminiscence of the whole affair and how the drones of the blackheart preacher once again turned on her in favor of a common criminal.

      After Sharon had left, Maggie had to come to terms with the fact that she had never felt this alone and terrified, not even back when she was new in town, when they dealt her all those unpleasant surprises. Things had escalated suddenly and badly, she thought, and with Oroville on the run, things began to look dark for her. It did not take a genius to realize that, after the hatred he spat at Maggie, Oroville had it in for her. By the way in which he’d done away with Clara and Bettina, it was also obvious what kind of psyche he harbored—one of brute force, overkill, and pure hate.

      “Aunt Clara, how I wish you were here to tell me what to do,” Maggie whispered as she walked through Clara’s pantry. The scent of the herbs and wax from candles Clara had produced as a hobby reminded her so much of her late aunt, her wisdom, and her kind voice. Tears trickled over Maggie’s cheeks as she picked up a jar of rosemary and breathed in the smell deeply. Aunt Clara always smelled like herbs and jasmine, she remembered, and Maggie’s father would tease Clara about being a hippie with too much earthy perfume. Maggie smiled as the thought arose in her head.

      “That was the joint you were smoking, but I was too young and dumb to know that then,” Maggie giggled through her tears. “I just wish you were here to tell me what to do, because I am … I-I am scared to death, Auntie Clara. He is coming back. I know it. He is coming back and when he does, he is going to bludgeon me to death as well.”

      A moment later, a gentle wisp of air tickled the tiny hair under Maggie’s ponytail, stirring the feathery curls ever so slightly. She started, but stood still to make sure she was not imagining it. It came again, a soft breath that peeled across the back of her neck, but it held no peril.

      “Auntie Clara? Is that you?” she asked, checking for any airflow through the vents, but there was no ventilation panel in the windowless pantry.

      The strong scent of dried rose petals infused Maggie’s senses almost immediately and she laugh-cried at the phenomenon. Never before had she believed stuff like this, but even if there was no magic, this revelation was irrefutable. Her aunt Clara was present in some form, giving her comfort. As wonderful and magical as it felt, Maggie’s underlying terror for what might be coming was too strong to allow her the beauty of the moment.

      “Help me, Aunt Clara,” she said. “I am terrified that he might show up and do me in, but I have no idea how to protect myself.”

      As if she had received a message or answered her own question, Maggie at once remembered the wards. She recalled how she’d watched them thwart every attempt Oroville had made before. With a gasp, she ran out into the kitchen and looked around for that ever-soothing black feline shape somewhere.

      “Bramble!” she called.

      Maggie searched the parlor. “Hey, Bramble?” Not there.

      “I can’t believe this didn’t cross my mind. Just ask Bramble,” she muttered as she looked for him. Suddenly she heard his voice behind her.

      “I can’t believe it actually takes you this long to catch on,” he sighed. “Most people, when told they have magic at the tip of their fingers, try to employ it for even the most mundane of things. Then there is you, Maggie. The opposite. Never realizing that you can do thing most people cannot. But hey, I am a patient daemon.”

      Trying not to think about the sinister nature of his last sentence, Maggie scooped Bramble up for a cuddle instead.

      “I am sorry, oh great one. Reluctant witch. That is me,” she confessed modestly. “I need your help. I need your advice, actually, on how to prepare for the worst. I have a really bad, nagging feeling in my gut that Oroville plans to pay me a visit tonight.”

      “You think?” Bramble asked, sounding a bit cold.

      “I need you to show me how to keep him out, please, Bramble,” she begged, although she did not have to resort to groveling. Another thing Maggie constantly forgot was that Bramble was her familiar, the one to serve her best interests. He purred under the stroke of his witch’s affection, but as the sun was past the top of the sky already, he knew that they would have to get moving if they were to secure the house.

      “All right, we start by strengthening the wards outside the house, those already put in place by Clara. They wear off over time, so it would be good if you could charge them again,” he advised.

      “How do I do that?” she asked, looking worried. Bramble reminded her that she was special, that she did not have to wonder how to do the things that would come naturally if she allowed them. Maggie took a few deep breaths and tried to ease into her role as the strongest, if the only, Corey witch. If there was any reason to take on her role completely and deliver herself to her new purpose and birthright, this was it.

      Bramble had to secretly chuckle as Maggie ‘prepared’ by waving her hands and doing breathing exercises with eyes shut, looking like some diva before a show.

      “Maggie, my dear,” he interrupted. “You are charging spells, not giving birth. Relax and gather the crystals in the altar room. Then you bring them out to the porch first. We are going to add them to the existing talismans.”

      “Talismans?” she frowned. “I read something about wearing those, right?”

      “You can wear them too, yes, but these are concealed in ornaments hanging outside the house. In essence, the house has to wear these,” he explained in the easiest way he could.

      Bramble was several hundreds of years in age and after all the years of knowledge, training witch after witch, he knew everything. Knowing everything, though, tested his patience, having to remember that each new witch did not know what he did. Through the decades and centuries, he had been tasked with conceding occult knowledge and giving advice, testing his resilience. After all, it had become so boring for the familiar to repeat the same teachings, but he had to consider the alternative. Not having a witch or a cat body would resign him to a life of formless misery while seeking a witch or a body to inhabit. As Maggie’s role was set out, so was his.

      As they rounded the house outside, Maggie was vigilant for any suspicious movement. On edge, she listened to what Bramble was teaching her, but her senses were alight with wariness for that hateful fiend with his hideous eyes and drooping mouth.

      “Now remember, each normal item that is charged with this spell becomes a talisman. The magic in it will keep it from ever failing, as long as it is charged every now and then. For instance, a talisman knife will never go dull, but it will revert back to a normal item if it doesn’t get more juice,” he winked.

      “Okay,” she smiled. “I’ll make sure the wards stay juiced up.” She pointed to some faded symbols along the walls and doorways. “What are these? Graffiti that was never painted over?”

      “No!” Bramble yelped almost too loudly. “Um, no. This is known as hexencraft, my dear. It is the practice of using symbols in a spell formation to bless or protect a building or area.”

      “Like the big pentagram on the shop tower?” she asked.

      “Exactly,” he replied. “These have faded through weather and wear, I suppose, so we need to reinforce them with white paint to keep them from washing or wiping off, you see?”

      “I see,” she affirmed. “So are they always done in paint?”

      “No, you can make the symbol in the air with your finger, even, if you wish to apply a wish or curse to someone,” he lectured. “As long as that person is in your presence or you are on their property. Or,” he started enthusiastically, “you can just speak your intent aloud in the presence of your intended mark.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” she sighed.

      “Anything is easy if you practice it a lot,” he hinted. “Now, get that done. The sun is drawing on.”

      “Thanks, Bramble,” she moaned. “The one minute I managed to forget a little about the man coming to kill me.”

      “Apologies,” he shrugged, wincing at his growling tummy. Usually, he would push his witch for a treat or a feast, but he understood Maggie’s apprehension and believed it was well- founded. This was very serious and he did not want to see her come to harm.

      With his keen eyes, Bramble regarded the sky. It was clear around the bleeding horizon where the sun had touched, but he could feel Maggie’s fear mounting while his own instincts told him that the coming night was foul in its intent already.

      “Come, let’s go inside and hole up,” she announced, stepping back to look at her freshly charged wards one more time and hoping for the best. “I am not taking chances with that psycho, Bramble. Much as I trust magic now, locking down the house tonight will not be a bad idea in any event.”

      “I must concur, my dear Maggie,” he answered as he followed her onto the porch, looking back at the first blinking star in the low heavens. “Whatever tonight brings is best left outside the house.”
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      While the evening breeze caressed the wind chimes on the veranda, Maggie tried to enjoy the beautiful cadence of the melody as the pipes danced. She tried to enjoy the odor of the meal she was preparing for Bramble and she tried to pretend that she was not checking the locks over and over. Bramble could sense her dread escalating, but he thought it best to be supportive and distract her with some lively conversation. Still, he secretly felt the same trepidation as the windows darkened to usher in the night.

      “You are a most superior cook, my dear,” he complimented her as he munched away on the banquet she had laid out for him. He dared not remark on how overdone it was, because he knew that Maggie cooked enormous, unnecessary meals when she was stressed. She hardly even noticed how much food she prepared for Bramble while she declined dinner due to her nerves.

      “Thank you, kind sir,” she smiled, tapping her fingers restlessly against her wine glass.

      “What exactly is this scrumptious delicacy?” he inquired, trying to keep her mind occupied by trivialities.

      “Um, tenderloin wrapped in bacon, stuffed with your favorite gravy,” she revealed.

      “It is absolutely divine, but for the first time in my life, I think I might save the other half for breakfast,” he purred. “And you know that I am not one to leave leftovers. You have outdone yourself!”

      Maggie smiled uncomfortably. It was great to hear Bramble give her an honest compliment instead of busting her balls incessantly, fun-loving as his intentions had always been, yet she could not stop worrying about Oroville. Instead, she downed glass after glass of wine to still her what-if demons.

      “My dear, I would feel better if you did not overdo the drinking,” he mentioned casually through his hearty munch. It was a caution that categorically reminded her of her situation, to keep her wits about her, but it had to be said. “Look, I am sure nothing will even happen tonight, Maggie, but should something transpire, we should be sharp, right?”

      She sighed and nodded, “I suppose you are right, Bramble.” Her tired eyes lay on him with endearing loyalty and affection, clearly the look of mild inebriation. “Then again, if I am going to get my head bashed in …”

      “I hate that term,” he interrupted.

      “… I will at least be too drunk to feel much of it. In fact, I should smoke some of Aunt Clara’s greens,” she finished indifferently.

      “Self-pity looks terrible on you, Maggie Corey,” he chastised her. “Pull yourself together and trust your magic, dammit. Nobody likes a whiner.”

      “Do you prefer a corpse?” she snapped back at him, pouring out the very last droplets of the wine and slugged it back. “There. All done. See? I have stopped drinking so that I can be sharp when the serial killer comes for me.”

      “Oh God, you are so dramatic!” he scoffed. “Enough to make me lose my appetite.”

      With that, Bramble licked his lips and whiskers and bounded from the table and vanished into the corridor like a dancing shadow. Maggie resorted to the sofa to watch something on her laptop and pass the time of her insomnia without going mad, but the normally tranquil clinking of the wind chimes spelled foreboding that would not let her be. Her porch lights were on, but she doused any light in her house, so that no intruder could guess her location.

      Just after midnight, Maggie drifted off to sleep, unable to hold her tired, slightly intoxicated mind afloat. Only the mantle clock ticked lazily, monotonously on the mahogany ledge where it stood. In the distant volume of her plugged-in headphones, the movie’s soundtrack raged on in full action of its climax, but Maggie was blissfully asleep.

      There was no thunder this time and the night was quiet, save for the stirring of the breeze. Something thumped outside the house. Not even all the wine in Maggie’s system could impair her vigilance and she sat erect, eyes wide to listen.

      “Bramble, did you hear that?” she whispered loudly, but her cat was napping on her bed upstairs.

      Maggie listened, her heart slamming the inside of her chest in anticipation of the lurking unknown she knew waited outside. Her breath came in a quicker cadence as she slowly got up and stole towards the hallway, where there were no windows to betray her position. A loud click came from the vicinity of the kitchen and it made Maggie gasp in the dark.

      Hold, please hold … talismans,’ she begged in her mind, sinking to her haunches. What if he gets through? What if the charms don’t work?

      Her mind raced with all the awful outcomes she imagined and these did Maggie no favors. All they accomplished was to push her fear into overdrive and tax her poor heart. The sounds, brief as they were, moved ever so slightly from one part of the house to the next. However, Maggie could not distinguish the nature of the respective thumps as a certain break-in-in attempt. The bottom line, she reckoned, was that she was not even certain that what she was hearing was in fact someone trying to gain access to her house. She would have to make sure of it if she wanted to react to what she thought was a crime in progress.

      A soft brush of something hairy disturbed the skin of her calf in the dark. Maggie shrieked loudly, her cry cutting through the silence of the night. Putting her hand over her mouth straight after did not do her any good now. The scream had sounded and whoever was outside would definitely have heard it. Maggie looked down at her ankle and found that the eerie sensation was Bramble, rubbing against her leg from where he had emerged from the shadows.

      “Great! Thanks, Bramble,” she whispered.

      “Sorry, dear. I thought you called me,” he replied.

      “I did,” she sighed, feeling terrified and defeated. “You could just have said something before just grazing my leg out of the blue like that, you know? My God, do you want me to have a heart attack?”

      “You are very timid for a witch, you know?” he mumbled.

      “Well, I am new at this job and excuse me for being a little on edge because a man is trying to get in my house to kill me!” she babbled in frustration, her voice raspy and abrupt.

      “Where is he? Did you see him?” Bramble asked.

      She shook her head. “I have not had the gall to try and peek. What if he has a gun aimed and he shoots me right in the face the moment I look through the window?”

      Bramble had no nice way to reply. “Rest assured about that. He is a hands-on sort of brute, remember?”

      Images of Oroville battering women to death drowned Maggie’s thoughts. Bramble had the most devastating logical responses, delivered at the worst of times, she thought.

      “Great,” she hissed, “so at least I will not get shot.”

      “That’s my girl,” Bramble approved.

      He knew full well that his remark was driving Maggie to a new level of vexation, but now was not the time to mollycoddle his witch. She had to know what she was dealing with and she had to know that she was the only one who could save herself. Maggie knew him by now and she was clear on what he was trying to instill in her.

      At once, a window shattered lower to the south of the house. This time, Maggie had the good sense to hold in her vocal reaction. She picked up her cat (more for moral support than assistance) and stalked down the stairs to the basement, where the sound had emanated from.

      “Basement window. No protection from magic, but we have double burglar bars down there,” Bramble reported as they went.

      Maggie was remarkably satisfied at the information. Although she trusted magic, there was still nothing as appeasing as knowing that the property had actual concrete protection from the really real world. She was reluctant to resort to magic, not for any hypocritical reason, but only because she knew the real world better.

      With the ample moonlight illuminating his silhouette, Oroville’s twisted shadow bent and warped along the dirty glass of the basement window as he tried to look in through the rather antique rusted bars. Maggie and Bramble froze in their tracks, watching the tall, gaunt maniac groan and swear. His long, rugged arms could not breach the bars, even though the glass was out of the way.

      His frame looked diabolical in the blue glow of the moonlight and it made Maggie cringe. Knowing that this fiendish criminal was here to kill her only reinforced his image as a kind of Ripper figure in her psyche.

      “Bitch!” she heard him snap just before he relented, at least for the basement window.

      “God, how I would love to cut his filthy tongue out,” Maggie whispered.

      She did not notice Bramble’s kitty grin glint in the cool moon glow. He loved it when she said old-school stuff like that, like a proper witch would. As quietly as she could, Maggie carried Bramble up the stairs and into the west hallway, where more noise came from.

      “He is actually trying to get through the trapdoor, can you believe?” she whispered.

      “I can walk, you know?” Bramble snorted in her neck.

      “I know, but I feel better when I am holding onto you,” she rejoined and he accepted the sentiment. “Can’t you do something to him?”

      Bramble was completely befuddled. “Where on earth do you get the wine you drink, woman? I am a cat for all intensive purposes and as far as magic goes, I am hardly in a position to fart bolts of lightning, you know? What do you want me to do? Bury him in a sandbox?”

      She put him down, scoffing, “If you are going to be bitchy, you can walk.”

      That ugly and familiar sound pulsed through Maggie and she fell back to lean against the cold wall in the dark.

      “He is trying to get through the wards! I know that sound, that reverse whistle! Bramble, he is trying to force his way through,” she whispered in fear as the attack grew more aggressive.

      “No chance,” Bramble said, checking his protracted nails. “The wards will hold.”

      Just as he spoke, his eyes became bright orange. His whole frame became visible in an orange and yellow glow as Maggie watched him, but it took her a moment to realize that the color and light came from outside the window.

      “He is setting fire to something again!” she growled in panic and a good measure of anger. She raced to the window, watching Oroville in plain sight. There he stood, trying repeatedly to light a petrol bomb and throwing it at the protected windows of the ground floor. Each attempt simply bounced back to his feet, crashed and doused, leaving ugly black marks where he stood.

      Maggie could not help but think like a normal woman. The mad killer outside kept at it, persisting at his task and moving around the property with clear intent to set fire to it all. Like a hungry lion, his eyes wild and sick, he stalked around the fence.

      “That’s it. I’m calling Carl,” she panted desperately. Maggie punched in Carl’s cell phone number. Every time it rang unanswered, she shivered and hoped he would answer as the bottles of gasoline crashed on the concrete and stones of her property. Finally, a drowsy Carl Walden answered his phone and at once, Maggie tried to say everything all at once.

      “Calm down, Maggie. I can’t make out a …”

      “Listen to me, Carl! He is outside! Do you hear me?” she shrieked.

      “Who?” he asked, provoking her seething annoyance.

      “Fu—f—goddamn Oroville Chance, dammit! Who the hell do you think? The tooth fairy?” she screeched in panic. He did not get a word in as she kept begging. “Please, Carl! Please, come immediately or I am dead. Do you hear? Dead!”

      Bramble’s eyes studied the maniac’s movements as he raged outside, but when he saw Oroville get in his car, he had to sound the alarm.

      “Maggie! Maggie, come quick. He is up to something new and I don’t like it,” Bramble caterwauled. “He is going for the shopfront.”

      “What?” she cried, clutching her phone to come to the window. “Oh my God! He is completely insane! He is trying to ram through with his car!”

      “Good luck with that, son,” Bramble muttered as they watched Oroville’s car roar full speed toward the front façade of Corey’s Herbs and Simples.

      “No way!” Maggie shouted, feeling more furious than frightened at the audacity of the trashy hatemonger. “That’s it. I am going to get some incriminating footage of this horse’s ass!”

      She started filming everything. Oroville was livid when he saw the flash, that same flash he had seen from the window the last time he’d failed at getting back at the witch he despised so. Grabbing hold of the steering wheel with eyes fixed on the shop, he laid his foot hard on the accelerator. Upon what Oroville thought was going to be impact, however, his car’s engine promptly died, clattering to an embarrassing halt mere inches from the shopfront.

      Maggie stepped bravely onto her porch to get a better view of the attacker and his feverish attempts on her phone. When Oroville saw her pointing the device toward him, he screamed through his window.

      “What do you think you are doing, you dumb bitch?” he seethed, trying to exit his car, but his haste marred his efforts, making him even angrier. Oroville thought she was wielding some sort of wand as she pointed the light at him.

      “I am making you famous, moron! You are going to have a huge fan base on social media when I tag this town and your church on social media,” she shouted back at him. “You are going to have a lot of new boyfriends in the supermax!”

      Bramble smirked, but he made sure that Maggie did not approach Oroville. He was still a legitimate threat.
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      As if the night knew that it harbored special hostility, the wind picked up with every attempt Oroville had been making to destroy the Corey store and house. The formerly gentle breeze had escalated to a whipping gust that promptly brought a thick bank of clouds from the east. Maggie was filming the intruder to make sure that she had concrete proof in any case against him. He was fed up with her tenacity. It was far too difficult to get his hands on her and it drove him crazy.

      The tall, lurching frame of the psychopathic Oroville Chance lumbered towards Maggie.

      “I suggest you get off the veranda and get inside, Maggie,” Bramble cautioned.

      “Just another few frames,” she protested, one eye shut to film the approaching brute accurately. “Must get his face in. They have to be able to see that it is him, Bramble, otherwise he will just get off again with a rap on the knuckle and a church cover-up.”

      Oroville’s voice thundered over the noise of the coming storm and the clattering wind chimes as he cursed Maggie without relent.

      “Gonna get you, witch! If it is the last thing I do, I am going to cut you down like the godless thing you are,” he recited. “I shall not suffer a witch to live. Generations will perish. Bloodlines will be severed!”

      Maggie found his speech peculiar, almost rehearsed. He kept saying the same things, but the words did not belong to his station. He was a dumb lump of flesh with no proper pronunciation or eloquence, yet here he used sentences that sounded vaguely educated.

      When he drew near enough, Oroville was astounded to see that the thing in Maggie’s hand was not some obscure object of conjuration, but a mere cell phone. He frowned, taken aback by the fact that she was still not using any magic to battle him. In fact, he was almost disappointed.

      “Moron,” Maggie sighed. “He still doesn’t know that the house and the shop are guarded by magic.”

      “He is not the brightest bulb in the box, my dear. Get your ass inside the house!” the cat hissed. Maggie realized that Oroville was getting exceedingly close and she began to retreat.

      “I just can’t get his face right,” she complained with a wince as she tried to zoom the camera in on Oroville.

      “Darling, his face has never been right to begin with,” Bramble said.

      Oroville could not put two and two together with this witch. She was clearly not casting or pointing, neither was she invoking as he had been told she would, yet he still could not hurt her property. His face twisted between rage and confusion at this, but he knew one thing. It mattered not whether she was casting or not. She had to be killed and she had to be killed tonight.

      “I shall not suffer a witch,” he chanted as he pulled a Bowie knife from his boot.

      “Oh, can it already! You sound like a broken record!” she shouted defiantly. “Witch hunter? What a joke! You are nothing more than just another superstitious ass with a trigger for women who see what an idiot you are!”

      “What did you say?” he seethed. “I won’t be talked to like that by some filthy Jezebel!”

      “Oh, that’s rich!” she retorted, allowing Oroville far too much time to get closer. “Tell me, why did you kill your mother-in-law, huh? Was she a witch too? I know that is why you killed my aunt Clara, but what is your excuse for Bettina?”

      “She was a miserable bitch, just like you. Just like your whole heathen family!” he growled as the thunder roared above him. “Bettina was no witch, but she was as bad as one. Cow! Just like you, always had to get her way … until I stopped her.” He started laughing maniacally. “I showed her that she was not in charge of me anymore. And now I am gonna show you!”

      Maggie tried to get away, but Oroville’s long physique lunged at her with consummate speed. He grabbed her by the ankle while Bramble hissed and caterwauled, scratching at his face, but Oroville dealt him a clout of note.

      “Bramble!” Maggie screamed as her familiar went sprawling on the wooden panels of the porch.

      “Forget the runt!” Oroville sneered. “He is useless. He was just as useless when I killed Clara!”

      That was too much for Maggie. She pulled up her free leg and kicked Oroville full in the face. She heard something crack, but her blow only seemed to tighten his grasp on her leg. Before she could land another kick, he grabbed her other ankle as well. Maggie screamed like a stuck pig in order to alert her neighbors, but the wind was howling now and the occasional rumble of the angry skies concealed her cries.

      Kicking wildly, Maggie made sure that she kept her feet on the porch’s splintered surface, grating Oroville’s hands and knuckles between her foot and the jagged wood. He wailed in pain and let go of her. Jumping up and out of his grip, Maggie scampered to get into the house, but Oroville was spry. Before she could slam the door shut, he was up and already crossing the threshold.

      Brandishing his long hunting knife, he hissed angrily through his bloody teeth. His nose was broken and bleeding over his dirty teeth while he cussed and raged. Around the hilt of the knife, Maggie noted the skinless knuckles of her assailant and it gave her great pleasure that she was at least putting up a fight. But her pleasure was short-lived.

      “Look out, Maggie!” she heard Bramble cry, but it was too late.

      Oroville’s freakish long arm lashed out and walloped her across the face. Maggie cried out as her ears rang from the blow. She hit the floor with her eyes pinched shut from the impact.

      “I will show you! Just like them others!” Oroville persisted in his tired threat. When Maggie opened her eyes, she saw a blurry version of the towering maniac standing over her, his knife blade glimmering in the porch light.

      He is going to kill you! You couldn’t just stay in the bloody house, could you? Now look at you! Dead as a doornail because you had to get proof! her thoughts badgered her. Maggie’s head was burning and pulsing from the blow and she found it hard to find her bearings, but she knew she had to get up before that blade came to say hello.

      From the right of Oroville, Maggie’s blurry vision introduced a shadow, moving rapidly. She could not focus enough to see, but what she heard was familiar.

      “Drop the knife, Oroville, or I swear to all things holy I will put a bullet in your skull.”

      Maggie frowned. “Carl? Carl is that you?”

      “Move!” Carl told Oroville, pulling back the hammer on his weapon.

      Maggie heard the knife clatter to the floor and it startled her, but she was beyond relief that Carl showed up just when he did. She heard some muttering and felt the heavy footsteps of the two large men walk to the kitchen. Carl was not risking another flight from Oroville, so he kept him away from the open front door while he cuffed him and read him his rights.

      “Maggie, are you all right?” he finally asked her as she sat up, holding her face.

      “I’m fine, thanks, Carl,” she said, while Oroville chuckled at her injury. “He hits like a girl.”

      Oroville was not amused, but Carl held back a smile at the mocking she gave Oroville’s ego. While Oroville cussed and threatened Maggie on his way out, Carl just looked at her with an endearing nod and a sympathetic smile.

      “Thank you for coming, Carl,” she smiled weakly at the rugged sheriff.

      He winked and shrugged modestly as he left the house. “It’s my job.”
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      At Hope’s Crossing Medical Center, Maggie was surprised to receive treatment without the batting of an eye from its staff. An overweight, jovial nursing sister treated Maggie’s scratches and stitched up her elbow, where she had fallen on a wood nail during the struggle earlier that night.

      “We are not all judgmental asses, Miss Corey, if you would excuse my bluntness,” the nurse smiled as she worked. “Some of us know that God doesn’t speak through vindictive tyrants, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh, do I ever,” Maggie sighed.

      “Don’t you worry, Miss Corey,” the nurse continued, “Carl Walden is on your side. Has been all this time, methinks. And we all know how unsavory that Oroville Chance was, long before his mother-in-law bit the dust.”

      “Still, people look at me as if I am a leper or something, even now that Oroville is in custody,” Maggie complained, shaking her head. “This time I knew I had to film him in the act, especially after they dismissed an open confession from him at the funeral. That is why I got this to show for it.” She pointed to the bruised welt on her cheek.

      “I heard about that, yes,” the nurse affirmed, gently covering Maggie’s cheek with some gauze and a plaster to stick it down. She scoffed at her own dressing and smiled at Maggie. “As if you Coreys ever need medical assistance.”

      Maggie was a tad perplexed at the statement, although it did not feel antagonistic.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      The nurse shrugged and winked. “You know, Corey women have their own, um, brand of medicine. Works a damn lot better than some of the remedies we have here, I tell you.”

      A sneaky smile formed on the lady’s face, but her eyes stayed fixed on the dressing she had just completed. Maggie stared at her in mild amusement, wondering if Nurse Hayworth was telling her something.

      “Medicine? Whatever are you referring to?” Maggie played along.

      Both women kept their voices low, but Maggie felt happy to speak to someone like Nurse Hayworth. It reminded her of her new friend at the veterinarian.

      “Aw, you know, old concoctions that actually work, unlike these pointless things,” the nurse scoffed, tossing a small box of painkillers on Maggie’s lap. “You can use those as candy on Halloween. Sure would calm the little rug rats down,” she chuckled heartily, waving her hands in delight. “Can you tell I don’t like kids?”

      The two giggled and laughed for a good minute before Maggie got up to gather her things and say goodbye to the nurse who had slightly restored her hope in this town. When she walked along the empty corridor, Maggie saw the large, robust frame of Sheriff Walden waiting near the exit. He had his hat in his big hands and though he looked exhausted, he smiled contentedly.

      Maggie, on the other hand, was not sure what to make of his presence there. She rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, am I going to be arrested again?”

      “Only for not returning my calls,” he replied casually.

      She threw a thumb over her shoulder toward the examination room she had just left.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, sheriff, I had some business to attend to, but I would have called you back in a few,” she explained.

      “Looks like you were in some kind of fight,” he joked.

      She nudged him and replied, “You should see the other guy.”

      For the first time, she heard Carl Walden laughing. No chuckle or snicker; no, she heard him laughing properly and it was lovely. He had a charming chortle coupled with that raspy, rough voice of his that disarmed her. She could not help but laugh with him.

      “Listen, Maggie, I thought to tell you some interesting things I dug up while trying to find some probable cause for questioning Oroville,” he revealed.

      “I knew it! Was I right? Is he a psycho? Do I need to even ask?” she playfully badgered him. “What did you find?”

      “I tell you what, if you aren’t doing anything right now, we could go for a coffee and chat? I still have another forty-five minutes left of break,” Carl offered. Maggie read his discomfort at using case information as a strategy to take her out, but she played dumb, just in case she was being presumptuous.

      “Totally,” she said quickly, bouncing a little too much. Suave, Maggie.

      “Good,” he smiled.

      “You’re paying,” she reminded him why he liked her better than the usual fare and Carl laughed again.

      They went to a coffee shop on the edge of town, owned by one of Carl’s old biker friends.

      “Nobody knows me here, it seems,” she whispered across the table for two after the waiter took her order.

      “Why do you say that?” Carl inquired.

      “They haven’t thrown me out yet,” she replied, rather seriously.

      “Not here,” he said, shaking his head. “Bill and I have been friends since we were young and he is real, you know? He and his staff are more about the food than the fodder.”

      “I like that phrase,” she smiled. “Now tell me what you found. Will my footage alone not be enough?”

      “I’m sure it will be, Maggie. This time,” he added, his voice weakening at the two words that induced his shame again. He did not want Maggie to see that he felt bad for arresting her practically without cause last time, but she was very astute nonetheless. “But you know what I uncovered?”

      “I am dying to know,” she urged.

      “Turns out that Bettina Reece was not just a callous and dominant mother-in-law. She was also quite mentally unstable during her daughter’s earlier years,” he said.

      “That is no surprise to me. If how she behaved at my shop is how she speaks to strangers, I don’t even want to know what she was like to live with,” Maggie admitted. She inadvertently put her hand on Carl’s as she added urgently, “But hey, you are not going to use that to garner pity and sympathy for Oroville, are you?”

      “No, God no!” he replied quickly. “This time he is snared, Maggie. After all, even if Bettina did not provoke him enough to kill her, he still killed your aunt Clara long before that, remember? She did nothing to him, so he can throw all the pity parties he likes for psychologists; the fact is that he killed before he snapped, you see?”

      “That is true. I wish I did not feel so hateful, you know. I am trying to understand Oroville’s position in turning into a murderer, but even Bettina’s behavior can’t make me condone what he did,” she explained.

      “And it shouldn’t,” Carl chipped in. “These are two different modus operandi for two different reasons.”

      He was hoping that Maggie grasped what he was trying to clarify, but by her answer, he knew that she was as sharp as he thought.

      “Yeah, I guess. He killed Bettina because of some deep-seated mental instability she had imposed on him over a matter of years, while my aunt was a simple hit to him,” she acknowledged.

      She looked so dreadfully unhappy at the admittance that Carl wished he could hug her. All he could do, though, was affirm her speculation.

      “That is right, Maggie. From what I dug up on Bettina Reece,” he lowered his voice a tad, “was that her constant badgering and dominating assertiveness caused her daughter Audrina’s suicide.”

      “How so?” Maggie whispered.

      “The medical records I researched indicated that Bettina suffered from postpartum depression back in the early ’90s,” he started. Maggie knew there was something more sinister included when Carl leaned in to continue his exposition. “There is also no record of who Audrina’s father was and Bettina refused to disclose that information to anyone.”

      “Could it that be why she was depressed?” Maggie wondered aloud.

      “Could be,” he shrugged, “especially if her daughter was conceived in some nefarious situation.”

      Maggie got the hint, but she was still curious about all the factors that had driven Oroville to this point. Not only was his mother-in-law impossible to live with, but surely his wife’s suicide had to have had some impact on him.

      “And what about Audrina?” she asked Carl. “Did she inherit her mother’s mental condition, perhaps?”

      “That is the other interesting thing,” he added zealously, but the waiter interrupted them.

      “Excuse me, sheriff, but cold or hot milk?” the lad asked nervously.

      “Um, cold, thanks,” Carl answered abruptly, practically pushing the boy away with his body language. Maggie was bursting to know what he was going to say next, so she regrettably declined the offer of cheesecake just to get back to Carl’s information.

      “Go on,” she egged him on, “we are running out of lunch break for you here.”

      He checked his watch and gasped, “Damn, I am on standby for another missing persons case over in Salem tonight, so I can’t drop by later.”

      “Oh, my giddy aunt, Carl, just tell me already,” she pressed as quietly as she could.

      “Turns out that Audrina was never diagnosed with depression or any other mental illness and according to most reports we collected after her suicide, she was not clinically suicidal,” he revealed.

      “So what does that mean? Her marriage was not too good, maybe?” she asked, but Carl shook his head.

      “From what Audrina’s best friend told a psychologist friend of mine, she and Oroville got along as well as most married couples. It was when they had to move back in with Bettina—they lost their apartment after Audrina lost her job—that things got really bad,” he recounted.

      “She lost her job? And what about Oroville? Did he work?” Maggie persisted now that she was finally getting the juice from the apple.

      “No. Are you kidding?” Carl replied, looking surprised that Maggie even asked such a silly question. “Oroville Chance had never shown any initiative to better himself or even foster some ambition, let alone get a goddamn job. All the pressure was on Audrina for an income and at home, Bettina apparently treated her like crap.”

      “The few minutes I spent in her dismal presence was enough for me to totally grasp that. She treated everyone like crap, including me,” Maggie confessed. “Bitchy and abrasive.”

      “That’s right,” he agreed. “Between the fact that she was a baleful woman and an emotionally abusive mother, Bettina harbored an unhealthy penchant for religious fanaticism. Fancied herself a witch hunter.”

      Maggie scoffed. “Typical church poison.” She forgot that Carl was a churchman too, but he understood her antagonism.

      “Anyway,” he carried on, checking his watch, “not only did Bettina constantly badger Audrina about everything, calling her a whore and a waste of skin, but after Audrina killed herself, Bettina started that rubbish on Oroville.”

      “Looks like she picked on a less resilient victim … and paid for it too,” Maggie announced, sipping her espresso. “How is this going to influence any sentencing though? You know these days any illumination of previous emotional abuse is considered an excuse. I mean, I have seen rapists and killers get minimum security penalties, practically Club Med, for their crimes because some shrink told the jury that they had a bad childhood.”

      “Don’t worry,” Carl replied as he opened his wallet and thumbed for some notes. “I will make sure that the district attorney hammers on the fact that Oroville killed Clara first and did it without reason. As long as they play the harmless old lady routine, we can get a solid conviction.”

      “She was a harmless old lady, you know,” Maggie remarked as she finished her coffee.

      “Maggie, Clara was a wonderful, kind soul, but she was not someone who I would mess with, even just for that … that … temper she had. Just like you do,” Carl reminisced with a slight smile. “I have to go.”

      “All right,” Maggie said, getting up. “Could you take me home, please?”

      “Of course,” he said, “I don’t want you skipping town or anything.”

      “Ha. Ha,” Maggie said, pulling up her nose at him. It was cute, but deep inside she hoped that it was not some kind of warning after all. Besides, last time she’d believed that he was on her side, he’d arrested her.

      

      Outside the establishment, Maggie was confronted by a sight she just could not get used to. A crowd of townspeople had gathered on the small lawn of the coffee shop. She stopped in her tracks, shaking her head.

      “No way in hell am I going through there. Not again,” she protested.

      “Miss Corey! Miss Corey!” she heard, and suddenly the attention was on her.

      “Carl, what is this?” she asked hesitantly, fearing for the worst, but Carl simply shrugged.

      From news reporters to police officers, locals, and schoolchildren, they all stood waiting for the mayor to step up on the makeshift podium under the tree. It was across the road from the town hall, so Maggie was not sure what he was doing under a tree.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the press, colleagues, and fine people of Hope’s Crossing,” the mayor began his speech. “Thank you all for coming and I promise we will not keep you long.”

      The usually cowardly mayor cleared his throat more than he had to as he shifted his feet and loosened his collar to facilitate his obligatory duty. He looked back at the tall preacher with the stone face, looking decidedly furious. Reverend Mason appeared to have swallowed a bowl of vomit, by the look on his face. Pursed lips and eyes like daggers, his expression conveyed the fact that he was only there to represent the church’s good standing in front of the outside press.

      “We, the mayor’s office and town council, along with the Hope’s Crossing Police Department and its affiliates, hereby wish to make a public apology to Miss Maggie Corey,” he babbled as quickly as he could.

      “He probably thought it would hurt less if he rushed through it,” Carl chuckled under his breath, and Maggie instantly felt relieved that there was no unexpected ugliness this time (apart from the old stuck-up reverend).

      “Like a Band-Aid,” she whispered back, not moving her lips.

      Everyone turned to look at Maggie and the journalists held up their lenses to capture her.

      The mayor cleared his throat again. “With the incriminatory evidence our law enforcement officers obtained from the attack and attempted murder of Miss Corey last night, we have apprehended the perpetrator. He was arrested last night and we have irrefutable proof that he was responsible for the murder of Clara Corey and Bettina Reece. As most of you know, these crimes were previously … erroneously …” the mayor stuttered and tried not to glance back at the minister in the black robe. “Miss Maggie Corey is hereby publicly exonerated of all charges and the local justice department would like to apologize for any difficulty she may have suffered because of this.”

      Maggie said nothing. In fact, she did not even smile. It was her time to gloat and she deserved it too. After all, it had almost gotten her killed. Most of all, she loved staring right into the defeated leer of Reverend Mason, sending him a subliminal challenge. Among the people cheering and the murmur of discussion, the two pinned each other in a confrontational standoff only they knew of.

      “Reverend Mason,” the mayor asked timidly, “would you like to say a few words?”

      “I respectfully decline, thank you,” the reverend replied in a gentle tone, fraught with upset. “I cannot agree with this if the local law enforcement simply let suspects get off scot-free due to negligence,” he looked at Carl, “or personal gain.”

      “What?” someone exclaimed, followed by another and yet another before the stirring journalists began to take pictures of the preacher. As Maggie and Carl walked away, they could hear the protests from the disdainful priest while the members of the press voiced their disbelief and astonishment at his disregard for the law and contempt for the town he lived in.

      “Back to the shop?” Carl confirmed.

      “Back to the shop,” Maggie smiled proudly.
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      Sharon loosened her jeans button. She was more of a dress person, but she’d felt sassy when Maggie invited her over for a confection debauchery to celebrate the warm Saturday afternoon.

      “In hindsight,” Sharon sighed, “I should have worn a dress. I should know better than to trust your baking skills, Maggie. Look at me! You are evil.”

      Maggie laughed at Sharon’s utterings, watching her plump neighbor turn in circles in front of the lobby mirror. Sharon swung round with a serious look and apologetic open hands.

      “Um, you do know that that was just a figure of speech,” she begged. “I don’t really think you are evil or any of that stuff. You know that, right?”

      Maggie chuckled again, shaking her head. “Geez, Sharon, lighten up, okay? I know you don’t think I am evil and that is what makes you such an easy target.”

      Bramble howled with laughter from the couch where he was feasting on pot roast and Earl Grey, but only Maggie could appreciate his cackling. All Sharon heard was a few chip-chip meows, as cats usually do when they enjoy a meal.

      “What?” Sharon gasped. “Please tell me you are joking.”

      Maggie was roaring with laughter at her neighbor’s genuine panic. It was sadistically amusing how easy she was to fool, thanks to the relentless guilt complex she still carried for Clara’s death. In the last two weeks, Sharon had been drinking less, because Maggie had taken to inviting her to the shop often. She knew it would spruce up Sharon’s day every day and not leave her wallowing alone in her house with all that alcohol driving her into the pits of blame and shame. Even the lawn had been mowed the Saturday before!

      “You know, it has been a month since Oroville confessed to the murders,” Maggie remarked, “and still I double lock my doors.”

      Sharon sat down—carefully—and gave Maggie an endearing look.

      “It will take some time to get over it. I mean, someone actually tried to kill you, Maggie, and that is not something you shrug off like a bad sneeze. That is serious trauma crap that. You have to take your time to get over it and in the meantime, just relax and remember that he is locked up and can never hurt you,” Sharon lectured like a mother hen.

      Maggie appreciated her friendship, her advice, her presence near the old Corey house, and most of all, Maggie enjoyed Sharon’s clumsy fat-girl silliness.

      “I know,” she told Sharon. “I am taking my time.”

      “Then why the worry? Drink up, we are getting sober,” Sharon grunted.

      Maggie recalled that sinister leer as if it was yesterday. She was not telepathic, as far as she knew, but what Reverend Mason had sent her in that subliminal message was nothing short of odious. Of course, she did not want to reveal this to Sharon, but in truth, Maggie double locked her doors for a fiend of a different sort.

      That fiend, however, had been awfully quiet since the press and social media ripped his snide and arrogant reputation to shreds for his statement that day under the tree. She supposed that he had to back down a little to lick his wounds and recruit new sycophants to do his bidding. He would never deign to show up at her house and attack her himself. Oh no, he would always send some impish lackey to do his dirty work, and she expected one of those every day. Rather safe than sorry.

      “How is the shop doing, love?” Sharon asked as she sliced another piece of cocoa cake.

      Maggie’s face lit up, such a welcome sight to Sharon, who still felt the sting of Clara’s death like a thorn in her heart.

      “You know, since I was exonerated of the murders, tourists have flocked in more than the townspeople!” she smiled, but her face changed at the mention of the locals. “This bunch of cretins may have grudgingly backed down, for now, but I don’t need them. Transients and tourists seem to be keeping the shop in tip-top shape.”

      “That is so good to hear,” Sharon muttered through a mouthful of cake.

      “Tell her to leave some for me, dammit,” Bramble said. “I cannot have her steal the materials I so desperately need to construct a good firm belly.”

      Maggie casually cut a slice and placed it on a separate plate as she spoke.

      “I must say, I think finally Bramble and I are happy, you know, content with life. Knock on wood,” Maggie said, and she did just that.

      “Superstitious? You?” Sharon teased, but they both knew that they both knew.

      “Of course not,” Maggie winked. “I have a black cat. How could I be blamed for such hogwash as superstition?”

      The two girls chuckled as the afternoon sun invited them out.

      “So after you bolt yourself into the house, what do you keep busy with these days?” Sharon asked, cupping the petals and smelling the delectable sweet scent of Maggie’s roses.

      “Well, you know, watching movies, rummaging around in Aunt Clara’s stuff for hidden treasures, and just spending time with Bramble while I test out new recipes,” Maggie sang dreamily, winking at her cat. Bramble was grooming himself on the veranda, but she could hear him sniggering.

      “And the sheriff?” Sharon asked like a schoolgirl. “How have you two been getting along, you know, when he doesn’t cuff you?”

      Sharon burst out laughing at her own joke, no doubt reinforced by the alcohol that coursed through her veins. Maggie gave her a slap on the arm and giggled at the double entendre of her neighbor.

      “Well, seems like being cuffed paid off,” Maggie played along, “because now I can actually fill up my tank or eat at a restaurant without any snide remarks or dirty looks from the locals. I guess I owe Carl a debt of gratitude then.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Sharon said, gesturing with her head at the car that had just pulled up in the road and parked next to the still-stained sidewalk. Maggie turned to see the sturdy, big man get out of his car.

      “Oh, hello!” Maggie called out.

      “Are you joining us for some wine, sheriff?” Sharon teased. She lowered her voice so that only Maggie could hear, “Or should I go home now?”

      “No, no, stay,” Maggie almost begged.

      “I just quickly came to drop off these for you, Maggie,” he announced, holding a few wreaths in his large left hand. “Nellie made them out of God knows what, but she said they are your kind of stuff, whatever that means.”

      With glee, Maggie received the three wreaths from him.

      “Most unusual. I love them!” Maggie smiled, examining the intricately woven vines, berries, and pine cones. “Now this is amazing. She has incorporated other things in here. Look! Bells, little fairy bottles, and beads with threading.”

      Carl had a tense face of concentration as he tried to recite what his daughter ordered. With his eyes cast up to recall, he stuttered, “And Nellie says, you are, um, supposed to … what was it? Oh yes, you are supposed to put them up in a triangle, because they are supposed to be one thing. Or the whole thing is actually three things. Something to do with threefold power. I don’t know. She reads a lot.”

      Maggie and Sharon chuckled at his endearing ineptitude at witchy things and girly knowledge. It was adorable.

      “Thank you so much, Carl,” Maggie beamed, her eyes like glowing sapphires in the afternoon sun. He stood frozen for a moment, regarding the Corey woman’s astonishing beauty. Here in the sun, she seemed almost … otherworldly.

      “Well,” he said suddenly, clapping his hands together, “I have to go pick her up from a party. Enjoy your evening, ladies!”

      And with that, Carl sauntered off to his car with an arm aloft to wave goodbye without looking back at the women.

      “Bye, Carl!” Sharon cried, holding her glass up in a toast.

      When the sun kissed the horizon, Sharon gave her thanks and happily staggered home, while Maggie elected to put up the wreath. Obviously, young Nellie would pass the house at some point and then she would have to see it on display. As the hour passed, Maggie mounted the wreaths in a triangular order as prescribed by the gift-giver.

      “Look, she even wove ribbons through it all and the thread is like a dream catcher,” Maggie remarked to Bramble. He was face-deep in a death-by-chocolate cake and agreed by grunting. “It is beautiful. Reminds me of a triquetra, don’t you think?”

      “Hm-hm, lovely,” his words came muffled from the messy frosting.

      “You are not going to fall asleep too quickly tonight, are you?” she laughed. “We still have to cover the angelica root stuff tonight.”

      Bramble had been teaching Maggie herbalism every night, specializing in the more important and potent kitchen witching.

      “Yes, briefly, because I am so full I could burst, and the best way to fix that is with a nice long nap on your bed,” Bramble purred, his paw on his puffy tummy. “Ah!”

      “How about an hour’s instruction and I’ll throw in some catnip?” she asked.

      He sat up and cocked his head. “You have new catnip?”

      “Yes,” she grinned. “In some undisclosed location.”

      “You had catnip all along and you gave me chocolate?” he gasped.

      “Hey, I got the catnip just this morning. I thought it would be a good card to pull if you didn’t want to teach me the angelica root work tonight,” she confessed, while he suddenly rubbed against her ankles and meowed in his cutest way to impress her.

      “You are absolutely cunning, Maggie Corey,” he said. “I am so proud of you.”

      “So we have a deal?” Maggie asked.

      “I believe so, madam. We have an accord,” Bramble charmed, excited for the catnip. “But only an hour’s tutoring. It is the weekend, after all.”

      After Bramble had favored her with her nightly root-work lesson, she gave him his treasured treat and let him go crazy. It was wonderful to finally know more about the spells and ingredients of a good kitchen witch and Maggie finally felt as if she belonged. She was slowly finding her feet and meeting her destiny.

      In the back of her head, though, Maggie Corey had one haunting notion that had been sitting there like hair in a drain since she’d learned that Oroville was responsible for Clara’s death. She dared not entertain the thought, yet it persisted. Maggie looked out the kitchen window and wondered how Oroville had gotten past Clara’s wards in order to kill her. She had seen it work for herself, so how did it not stop him before? They were supposed to be impervious.

      Right?
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