
        
            
                
            
        

    
FATAL FORTUNE


A CLAIRE ROLLINS COZY MYSTERY
BOOK 17


J. A. WHITING


[image: Whitemark Publishing Inc]



Copyright 2025 J.A. Whiting and Whitemark Publishing

Cover copyright 2025 Signifer Book Design

Formatting by Signifer Book Design

Proofreading by Donna Rich: donnarich@me.com and Riann Kohrs

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, or incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to locales, actual events, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from J. A. Whiting.

To hear about new books and book sales, please sign up for my mailing list at:

jawhiting.com

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Formatted with Vellum



For my family with love


CONTENTS


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Thank you for reading!
Books By J. A. Whiting
Books By J.A. Whiting & Nell McCarthy
Books By J.A. Whiting & Ariel Slick
Books By J.A. Whiting & Amanda Diamond
Books By J.A. Whiting & May Stenmark
Visit Us



1




The end of September sunshine streamed through the wide front windows of Chocolate Dreams, as Claire Rollins pushed open the door of Boston’s North End candy and pastry shop, balancing a cardboard box labeled “HALLOWEEN” against her hip while her other hand juggled the store keys. Behind her, Bear and Lady trotted in, their stubby Corgi legs moving quickly as they explored the familiar space, noses twitching at the lingering scents of yesterday’s baking.

“Hold the door!” Nicole Summers called, hurrying up the sidewalk with another box. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her cheeks were flushed from the brisk October morning. “These decorations are heavier than I remembered.”

Claire propped the door open with her foot, allowing her friend and business partner to squeeze through. “I think we added more last year and forgot to split them into more boxes,” she said, setting her load on the counter with a thump.

The shop smelled of cinnamon, cloves, and the rich scent of the chocolate they’d tempered the night before. The soft morning light gave the entire space a dreamy quality that Claire always loved on autumn mornings.

Nicole inhaled deeply. “Mmm, it still smells like those spiced chocolate truffles we made yesterday. I bet they’ll sell out before noon.”

“Probably,” Claire agreed, opening her box and pulling out a string of friendly-looking ghost lights. “Where should we hang these?”

“Around the front windows, I think. We can drape some over the display shelves too.” Nicole was already digging through her own box, extracting miniature pumpkins and gourds in various shapes and colors.

The Corgis settled on the rug in the corner, watching with interest as the women transformed the shop. Claire climbed a small stepladder to hang the ghost lights around the window frame, careful to space them evenly.

“Have you heard back about the Harvest Festival at the Wilby’s Cider Mill Farm yet?” Nicole asked, arranging a cluster of tiny pumpkins on a shelf. Wilby Farm was a historic farm near Lexington, Massachusetts.

Claire glanced down from her perch on the ladder. “Our booth is confirmed and our cookbook signing is planned, but they’re still deciding on the dates we can come to film the TV show episode. They’re supposed to call back today.”

“I’m really looking forward to this.” Nicole’s eyes lit up. “They’re having their biggest festival yet this year. The whole month of October they’ll have hayrides, a pumpkin patch, apple picking, a corn maze—the works. But the main event is their harvest-themed baking competition.”

“It’ll be fun,” Claire said, stepping down from the ladder to admire her handiwork. The little ghosts glowed softly, casting a warm, cozy light around the window display.

“Fun? It’s going to be amazing.” Nicole pulled a flyer from her purse and handed it to Claire. “Holly Flynn is going to be there.”

Claire studied the colorful flyer, which featured a rustic red barn surrounded by pumpkins and autumn leaves. “Holly Flynn...why does that name sound familiar?”

Nicole looked at Claire as if she’d grown a second head. “She’s only the biggest baking influencer on social media. She has millions of followers. Her pumpkin spice recipes break the internet every fall.”

“Oh, right.” Claire had a vague recollection of Nicole showing her videos of a bubbly blond woman whipping up elaborate seasonal treats. “The one with all the close-ups of butter being cut into flour?”

“That’s her. She’s basically fall baking royalty.” Nicole continued arranging decorations, setting a ceramic crow atop a particularly lumpy gourd. “She’s launching a new line of baking mixes at the festival, and she’s going to livestream the whole thing.”

Claire smiled at her friend’s enthusiasm. Nicole had always been more plugged into social media trends than she was. “I take it you’ll be watching her?”

“Absolutely, and I thought maybe we could both try to meet her. It might be fun to check out the competition. Plus, they’re having an autumn pie contest that’s supposed to be legendary.”

Claire’s interest perked up. She’d always had a soft spot for baking competitions, especially those focused on seasonal specialties. “That does sound interesting.”

“Holly is going to be there at events all month, but the big baking event is on the first weekend.” Nicole paused, a small ceramic ghost suspended in her hand. “I wonder if it’s too late to enter the pie contest. We could use your grandmother’s recipe—the one with the molasses and extra spices.”

Before Claire could respond, the shop door swung open with a cheerful jingle. Robby Evans strode in, his sandy-blond hair windswept and his blue eyes bright with excitement. He balanced a tray of coffees in one hand and a bag of what smelled like fresh donuts in the other.

“Good morning!” he called out, setting his offerings on the counter. Bear and Lady immediately perked up, trotting over to greet him with enthusiastic tail wags. “And good morning to you too, furry friends.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” Nicole said, reaching for one of the coffees. “What’s the occasion?”

“Can’t a guy bring treats to his favorite candy shop partners without an ulterior motive?” Robby asked, feigning innocence.

Claire raised an eyebrow, taking a coffee for herself. The cup was warm against her palms, and the aroma of pumpkin spice wafted up to her nose. “In our experience? No.”

Robby laughed, a rich sound that filled the shop. “Fair enough. Actually, I come bearing news. James got invited to play piano at the Wilby Farm Harvest Festival. He’ll be performing during the twilight hours, setting the mood for all those fall-loving folks as the sun goes down.”

“That’s wonderful!” Claire exclaimed. James Pearl was Robby’s closest friend and an incredibly talented musician. The two of them had graduated a little over a year ago from a prestigious music college in Boston. “I bet he’s thrilled.”

“He’s over the moon,” Robby confirmed, opening the bag to reveal an assortment of donuts dusted with cinnamon and sugar. “These are from that new place on Harvard Street, by the way. Pumpkin spice, of course. ‘Tis the season. Sometimes it’s nice to eat things we don’t create ourselves.”

Nicole selected a donut, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “So, Claire and I were just talking about the festival. Now that James is playing there, we’ll have to stick around for the evening entertainment.”

“You absolutely should,” Robby agreed, leaning against the counter. “James has been practicing some jazz arrangements of classic autumn songs. Very sophisticated stuff.”

Claire took a bite of her donut, savoring the blend of spices and the soft, fluffy texture. “These are fantastic,” she murmured before turning her attention back to the conversation. “So, you’ll be there, supporting James?”

“Front row seat,” Robby confirmed. “Though I might wander around a bit too. I want to watch the cooking competition.”

“The baking competition,” Nicole corrected. “Specifically, pies. Autumn pies.”

Robby’s eyes lit up. “Perfect! A feast for the taste buds and the ears.”

Claire laughed, reaching for a napkin to wipe a bit of sugar from her fingers just as her phone rang from where it sat on the counter. She glanced at the screen, recognizing Wilby Farm’s number.

“Chocolate Dreams, this is Claire,” she answered, tucking a loose strand of blond hair behind her ear.

“Claire, this is Grace Hall, director of the Wilby’s Cider Mill Farm Harvest Festival.” The voice on the other end was crisp and professional, though Claire detected a hint of strain underneath the polished tone.

“Yes, hello,” Claire replied. “What can I do for you, Ms. Hall?”

“Please, call me Grace.” There was a slight pause, and Claire heard papers shuffling in the background. “I’m calling because we’ve had a bit of a situation with our pie contest. Two of our judges had to back out at the last minute—one has the flu, and the other had a family emergency.”

Claire raised her eyebrows at Nicole, who was watching with curious eyes. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“We’re big fans of your television show, Food and History,” Grace continued. “Your knowledge of historical recipes and your expertise in baking would make you perfect judges for our contest. I was hoping you, Nicole, and perhaps your colleague Robby might be willing to step in? It will be this coming weekend.”

Claire blinked in surprise. “That’s... quite a coincidence. We were just discussing the baking competition.”

“Is that a yes, then?” Grace asked, her tone businesslike but with an undercurrent Claire couldn’t quite place. Anxiety, perhaps? Or frustration?

“Could you hold for just a moment?” Claire covered the phone with her hand and turned to her friends. “Cider Mill Farm wants us to join the judge’s panel for the pie contest this weekend. Their original judges canceled.”

Nicole’s eyes widened. “Yes! Absolutely yes!”

Robby nodded enthusiastically. “Count me in too. James will be thrilled.”

Claire returned to the call. “We’d be happy to help, Grace. All three of us can make it.”

“Excellent.” The relief in Grace’s voice was palpable. “I’ll email you the details. Essentially, you’ll be tasting and scoring pies based on appearance, texture, flavor, and creativity. There may be other tasks for the bakers as well; the tasks haven’t been finalized yet. The winner gets a contract with Autumn Harvest Foods to produce their recipe commercially.”

“That sounds like a significant prize,” Claire noted.

“It is. We’re quite proud of the sponsorship.” Grace paused again, and Claire heard someone speaking to her in the background. “I need to run, but I’ll send everything over shortly. Thank you so much for agreeing to do this, especially on such short notice.”

As Claire hung up, something nagged at the back of her mind. There had been something in Grace’s voice—a tension that seemed out of proportion to a simple judge substitution. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was, but years of trusting her intuition had taught her not to dismiss such feelings.

“Well?” Nicole prompted, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Are we in?”

Claire nodded, setting her phone down. “We’re in. To start with, we’ll be judging this Saturday and Sunday. There may be other baking tasks for the contestants, but they haven’t been finalized yet.”

“Perfect!” Nicole clapped her hands together. “I can’t believe we’re going to be judging.”

“I wonder if Holly Flynn will be a judge,” Claire said.

“Oh, she’ll definitely be involved somehow,” Nicole insisted. “She’s the star attraction.”

Robby took a sip of his coffee. “I could hear Grace while you were talking to her. She sounded a bit... stressed?”

Claire felt a small flutter of validation that she wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. “I picked up on that too. There was something in her voice like she’s dealing with more than just replacing judges.”

Nicole waved a dismissive hand. “Running a big festival has to be stressful, especially when things start going wrong at the last minute.”

“Maybe,” Claire conceded, but the feeling lingered. In her experience, these small intuitive nudges often led to something bigger. “I guess we’ll find out on Saturday.”

They returned to their decorating, with Robby pitching in. Soon, the shop was transformed into an autumn wonderland. Miniature pumpkins and gourds lined the shelves, sharing space with the chocolate displays. The ghost lights twinkled merrily around the windows, and a garland of preserved leaves hung along the edge of the counter.

Claire stepped back to admire their work, absently patting Bear’s head as he sat beside her. The Corgi looked up at her with intelligent eyes, as if sensing her thoughts.

“It looks great,” Nicole declared, adjusting a small crow figure perched atop a particularly large pumpkin. “Very festive.”

“Just wait until customers see it,” Robby agreed. “They’ll be in the Halloween spirit in no time.”

Claire nodded, but her mind had already drifted back to the phone call. She walked to the front window, gazing out at the Boston street. The morning was fully underway now, with people hurrying to work, wrapped in light jackets against the autumn chill. Leaves skittered along the sidewalk, their colors bright against the gray concrete.

Wilby’s Cider Mill Farm would be beautiful this time of year with historic buildings, fields of pumpkins, and the scent of apples and spice in the air. It sounded like a perfect setting for their show, but something about Grace Hall’s call had left her with an uneasy feeling. Maybe it was nothing—just the normal stress of event planning.

Or maybe, Claire thought as she watched a particularly vibrant red leaf dance past the window, there is more to the story. Either way, she’d find out soon enough.

Behind her, Nicole and Robby had moved on to discussing what they might wear to the festival, their voices light and excited. Claire turned back to join them, pushing her concerns aside for the moment. After all, what could possibly go wrong at a pumpkin patch?
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Under a canopy of red and gold leaves, Claire’s car wound its way toward Cider Mill Farm. The morning air carried a crisp bite, hinting at the colder days to come, but for now, the sunshine promised a beautiful October day. In the passenger seat, Nicole twisted to check her makeup in the visor mirror, excitement evident in her quick movements.

“I still can’t believe we’re going to meet Holly Flynn,” she said for the third time since they’d left Boston. “Do you think she’ll be there today to set up, or just tomorrow and Sunday for the contest?”

Claire smiled, keeping her eyes on the winding road. “You’re acting like she’s a rock star, not a baker with a camera.”

“In the baking world, she is a rock star,” Nicole insisted. “Her autumn spice cake recipe got ten million views last year.”

From the backseat, Robby leaned forward between them. “That’s nothing compared to the social media views James is going to get when he plays tomorrow. His fingers on those piano keys are pure magic.”

Bear and Lady sat on either side of Robby, their Corgi faces alert as they watched the passing landscape. Occasionally, one would give an excited yip when spotting a particularly interesting tree or field animal.

“I think Lady knows we’re almost there,” Robby said, scratching behind the female Corgi’s ears. “She hasn’t stopped wiggling for the last five minutes.”

Claire nodded, but her mind had drifted back to the phone call from Grace Hall. Something about the event coordinator’s voice had struck her as odd – a tension that seemed deeper than simple festival stress.

“There it is.” Nicole’s excited voice broke through Claire’s thoughts.

The road curved around a stand of ancient maples, revealing Cider Mill Farm spread out before them. The property stretched across rolling hills, a picture-perfect New England scene made more vibrant by the season. A large red barn dominated the landscape, its paint bright against the backdrop of autumn trees. Nearby stood a whitewashed farmhouse with black shutters, smoke curling from its stone chimney. Fields of orange pumpkins dotted the landscape, and in the distance, neat rows of apple trees marched up a gentle slope.

The parking area was already half-filled with cars, and families wandered the grounds, some pulling wagons loaded with pumpkins and others carrying baskets of freshly picked apples. Children darted between hay bales and corn stalks, their laughter carrying on the breeze.

“Wow,” Robby breathed. “This place looks like it jumped straight out of a calendar.”

Claire pulled into a spot near the entrance and turned off the engine. “Remember, we’re here to work,” she reminded her friends, though she couldn’t help but share their enthusiasm. The historic setting stirred her imagination, and she was already thinking about how to feature it in an upcoming episode of Food and History.

They gathered their things – Claire’s notebook, Nicole’s camera for reference photos, and the Corgis’ leashes. As they approached the farmhouse, a petite woman with gray-streaked auburn hair stepped onto the porch to greet them.

“You must be our judges.” she called, her voice warm and welcoming. “I’m Patty Wilby. Welcome to our farm.”

Patty descended the porch steps with lots of energy. The woman was in her early sixties, her face was lined with laugh wrinkles, and her eyes sparkled with genuine delight. She wore jeans, sturdy boots, and a red plaid flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms tanned from outdoor work.

“It’s lovely to meet you,” Claire said, extending her hand. “I’m Claire Rollins, and these are my friends and collaborators, Nicole Summers and Robby Evans.”

“And who are these adorable creatures?” Patty bent down to greet the Corgis, who immediately responded to her friendly tone with wagging tails.

“Bear and Lady,” Claire explained. “I hope it’s alright that we brought them?”

“Of course. We love dogs here. Just keep them leashed around the livestock.” Patty straightened up and gestured toward the house. “Glenn’s inside finishing up some paperwork. He’ll want to meet you before Grace shows you around.”

They followed Patty up the porch steps and into the farmhouse. The interior smelled of cinnamon and apples, with hardwood floors that creaked pleasantly underfoot. The furnishings were a mix of authentic colonial pieces and more modern comforts, creating a space that felt both historic and lived-in.

A tall man rose from a desk in the corner of the living room as they entered. In contrast to his wife’s openness, Glenn Wilby’s face maintained a certain guardedness. He had the weathered look of someone who’d spent his life working outdoors – deep lines around his eyes, and his skin was tanned and toughened by the elements. His gray hair was cut short, and his posture remained ramrod straight as he approached them.

“So, you’re the replacement judges,” he said, his voice gravelly but not unfriendly. He shook each of their hands with a firm grip. “Glenn Wilby. This farm’s been in my family since 1765.”

“Eight generations,” Patty added proudly, moving to stand beside her husband. “Glenn’s ancestors fought in the Revolution. Some of the planning meetings for local militia activities happened right in our barn.”

Glenn nodded, a hint of pride breaking through his stoic expression. “History runs deep here. We’ve tried to preserve as much of the original property as possible.”

“That’s fascinating,” Claire said sincerely. “Our television show focuses on the connection between food and history. I’d love to hear more about the farm’s past.”

“Patty knows all the stories,” Glenn said, a touch of fondness softening his voice when he glanced at his wife. “She’s dug through more family records than anyone.”

The front door opened before Patty could respond, and a woman in her forties entered without knocking. She was dressed in tailored slacks and a burgundy blazer, her blond hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. She clutched a clipboard in one hand, and despite her professional appearance, there was a tightness around her eyes that spoke of stress.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, her gaze darting around the room before settling on Claire, Nicole, and Robby. “You must be our judges. I’m Grace Hall, the event coordinator for the festival.”

Claire noticed how Grace’s posture shifted subtly when she turned to address Glenn, becoming more deferential. “Mr. Wilby, I’ve finalized the schedule changes for tomorrow’s competition. Everything’s set up according to your specifications.”

Glenn nodded curtly. “Good. Make sure the contestants know the rules about kitchen time. Don’t want any complaints like last year.”

“Of course,” Grace replied quickly, then turned back to the visitors with a more relaxed smile. “I’m so glad you could all make it. Let me take you on a tour of the grounds and competition area.”

As they headed out, Claire noticed the dynamic between Grace and the Wilbys. While Patty was friendly and chatty, Glenn clearly held final authority, and Grace seemed anxious to please him.

Outside, the farm had grown busier, with more visitors arriving by the minute. Grace led them past a ticket booth, where families were purchasing admission to various attractions.

“The official opening of the Harvest Festival is tomorrow, but people visit here all the time. The festival has really grown over the years,” Grace explained as they walked. “What started as a simple pumpkin patch has become one of the most popular autumn destinations in the region.”

“I can see why,” Nicole said, looking around with appreciation. “It’s gorgeous.”

They approached a massive corn maze, its entrance designed to look like a Revolutionary soldier standing at attention. A sign proclaimed it “The Patriot’s Path” and promised “A Historic Adventure.”

“The maze changes every year,” Grace told them. “This one has educational stations throughout that teach visitors about local Revolutionary War history.”

Beyond the maze stretched an apple orchard, where families moved among the trees, reaching up to pluck ripe fruit from laden branches. The sweet scent of apples hung in the air, mingling with the earthy smell of fallen leaves.

“And this,” Grace said with a flourish as they crested a small hill, “is our famous pumpkin patch.”

Before them spread a field of orange as far as the eye could see. Pumpkins of all sizes dotted the ground – from tiny decorative gourds to massive specimens that would require two people to lift. Children darted between the rows, pointing out their favorites while parents trailed behind with wheelbarrows.

“It’s amazing,” Robby said, clearly impressed. “How many pumpkins do they grow here?”

“Over twenty thousand this year,” Grace replied. “The Wilbys supply pumpkins to half the state and beyond.”

Claire noticed that Bear and Lady had grown increasingly excited as they explored, sniffing eagerly at the ground and straining at their leashes. Their enthusiasm made her smile – the farm was a treasure trove of new scents for the Corgis.

As they continued their tour, Grace pointed out various historic buildings – the original farmhouse now used as a gift shop, the expansive barn that housed farm equipment and festival activities, and a small meetinghouse that dated back to colonial times.

“And here’s where you’ll be judging tomorrow,” Grace said, leading them to a renovated section of the barn.

The competition area managed to blend rustic charm with modern convenience. Exposed wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling, while below, stainless steel preparation tables and professional-grade ovens lined the walls. Large windows let in natural light, and bundles of dried herbs hung from the rafters, adding both decoration and a wonderful aroma to the space.

A man in a crisp button-down shirt and designer jeans, stood examining one of the ovens. He turned as they entered, his smile revealing perfectly white teeth.

“Ah, Grace. These must be our replacement judges.” He stepped forward, hand extended. “Jack Holden, Autumn Harvest Foods. We’re sponsoring the grand prize.”

Claire took his hand, noting his firm handshake and the way his eyes assessed each of them quickly, as if calculating their value. Jack was handsome in a corporate way – everything about him was polished and carefully presented, from his styled hair to his expensive watch.

“Claire Rollins,” she introduced herself. “And this is Nicole Summers and Robby Evans.”

“From that local cooking show, right?” Jack’s smile widened. “Wonderful. Having celebrity judges will add some real marketing value to the competition.”

“We’re hardly celebrities,” Claire demurred.

Jack waved off her modesty. “Don’t sell yourselves short. This contest is going to be bigger than ever this year. The winner gets a development contract with Autumn Harvest Foods – we’ll produce and distribute their pie recipe nationally.”

Glenn Wilby had entered behind them, his footsteps heavy on the wooden floor. “As long as they use locally sourced ingredients,” he added. “That was our agreement, Holden.”

Jack’s smile never faltered, but Claire caught a flash of something in his eyes – annoyance, maybe, or frustration. “Of course, Glenn. Local ingredients are the cornerstone of our marketing strategy for this product line.”

The tension between the two men was subtle but unmistakable. Before Claire could ponder it further, Patty’s cheerful voice broke in.

“Why don’t I show you the root cellar? It’s one of the oldest structures on the property.”

They followed Patty outside and across a small stretch of grass to what looked like a mound rising from the earth. A wooden door was set into the side, reinforced with iron bands that had rusted to a deep orange-brown.

“Farmers used root cellars to store vegetables through the winter,” Patty explained, pulling the door open. “The earth keeps a constant temperature, cool enough to preserve food but not so cold that it freezes.”

The moment the door swung wide, Bear and Lady’s behavior changed dramatically. Both Corgis froze, hackles rising along their backs. Bear emitted a low growl, while Lady flattened her ears against her head and backed away, straining at her leash.

“That’s odd,” Claire said, frowning. “They’re usually so calm and friendly.”

“Probably just mice or some other small animals inside,” Patty suggested. “Dogs can smell them even when we can’t.”

Claire bent down to soothe the agitated Corgis, but as she did, a strange sensation washed over her. The sunny day seemed to dim, and in its place, she saw a flash of something else – a woman in colonial dress, her face tight with fear, frantically hiding something among piles of pumpkins. The woman kept looking over her shoulder, as if afraid of being discovered.

The vision lasted only seconds before dissolving like mist in sunlight. Claire blinked, momentarily disoriented by the abrupt shift back to reality.

“Claire? Are you okay?” Nicole’s concerned voice broke through her confusion.

“I’m fine,” Claire said quickly, straightening up. “Just a bit dizzy for a second. Probably the excitement about filming here for our show.”

Nicole gave her a knowing look but didn’t press further in front of the others. She knew Claire well enough to recognize when her friend’s intuitive abilities were at work.

“The root cellar was used for more than just storing vegetables,” Patty continued, unaware of Claire’s momentary lapse. “Family legend says it occasionally sheltered patriot messengers during the Revolution. The British never thought to look underground.”

As they moved away from the cellar, Claire glanced back and noticed Glenn standing at a distance, watching them with an unreadable expression. When he saw her looking, he turned abruptly and walked away.

The rest of the tour passed in a blur of information about the farm and tomorrow’s competition – tasting criteria, scoring methods, and schedule details. When they returned to the competition kitchen, two women were inside, examining the available equipment.

Grace said, “I’d like you to meet two of our contestants. This is Ivy Billings and Bree Leeds.”

Ivy was tall and slim, with sharp features and calculating eyes that assessed the judges with obvious interest. Her dark hair was pulled back, and she wore a chef’s jacket that looked professionally pressed.

“A pleasure,” she said, her tone clipped and professional. “I’ve seen your show. Your knowledge of historical baking techniques is impressive.”

By contrast, Bree seemed almost painfully shy. She was petite with soft curves, her round face framed by wispy blond curls that had escaped from her bun. She offered a small smile but seemed to struggle to make eye contact.

“I’m really honored to be competing,” she said softly. “My grandmother’s pumpkin pie recipe has been in our family for generations.”

“We have five contestants total,” Grace explained. “Everyone gets three hours tomorrow morning to bake and present their pies. Judging begins at noon.”

“Will Holly Flynn be here to set up today too?” Nicole asked, trying and failing to keep the excitement from her voice.

Something flashed across Ivy’s face – annoyance or perhaps resentment. “Holly never needs to practice,” she said, her voice taking on an edge. “Some people’s idea of talent is very different from others.”

An awkward silence followed her comment. Bree stared at the floor, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot.

“All contestants have equal access to the kitchens today for preparation,” Grace said smoothly, clearly used to managing tensions. “The actual competition begins at 9 AM sharp tomorrow, with judging at noon.”

As they wrapped up the tour and prepared to leave, Claire’s gaze was drawn back toward the root cellar in the distance. Something about it pulled at her, as if it contained a secret she was meant to discover. The brief vision of the colonial woman still lingered in her mind, raising questions she couldn’t answer.

“Ready to go?” Nicole asked, touching her arm lightly.

Claire nodded, but her eyes remained on the root cellar for a moment longer. “Yes, I think we’ve seen everything we need to for now.”

The trio said their goodbyes to Grace, the Wilbys, and the contestants, promising to return early the next morning for the competition. As they walked back to the car, Bear and Lady seemed to relax, their earlier tension fading with distance from the root cellar.

“So,” Robby said as they reached the parking area, “anyone else notice the tension between Jack Holden and Glenn Wilby, or was that just me?”

“I caught that too,” Nicole confirmed, “and what was with Ivy’s comment about Holly Flynn? Sounds like there might be some professional rivalry there.”

Claire nodded absently, her mind still partially occupied with the strange vision she’d experienced. “There’s definitely more going on here than just a baking competition.” She told her friends about the vision she’d had earlier.

Nicole’s expression darkened. “Oh, no. I hope this isn’t going to lead to some new mystery.”

“Why not?” Robby grinned. “Maybe a little autumn excitement is brewing.”

As they climbed into the car and pulled away from Cider Mill Farm, Claire glanced in the rearview mirror for one last look at the picturesque property. Beneath its perfect autumn exterior, she sensed currents of tension and secrets. Tomorrow’s contest promised more than just pies – and Claire couldn’t shake the feeling that something was about to unfold.
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Frost glittered across the pumpkin fields like scattered diamonds as Claire’s car crunched along the gravel driveway of Cider Mill Farm. The early morning sun struggled to burn through a veil of mist hanging over the distant apple orchard, creating an ethereal landscape that might have been beautiful if Claire hadn’t been so exhausted. She’d tossed and turned all night, her dreams filled with flickering images of a colonial woman hiding something among pumpkins, her face etched with fear.

“You look like you could use another coffee,” Nicole remarked from the passenger seat, studying Claire’s face with concern. “Rough night?”

Claire nodded, stifling a yawn as she parked beside several other cars. “That vision at the root cellar kept playing on repeat in my mind.”

“Are your spidey-senses tingling, Clairvoyant Claire?” Robby asked from the backseat, using his nickname for Claire’s intuitive abilities. “Because Bear and Lady seem extra alert too.”

Claire glanced in the rearview mirror. Both Corgis sat ramrod straight, their ears perked forward and their eyes scanning the landscape. Normally they’d be wiggling with excitement at the prospect of exploring a farm.

“Something’s definitely off,” Claire admitted, “but let’s focus on the competition for now. We’ve got pies to judge.”

They gathered their things and made their way toward the converted barn where the baking contest would take place. The morning air bit at their cheeks, carrying the scent of woodsmoke, apples, and earth. Despite the early hour, the farm hummed with activity as staff prepared for another day of festival visitors.

Inside the barn, the atmosphere crackled with pre-competition energy. Contestants bustled around their assigned stations, unpacking ingredients and checking equipment. The rustic wooden beams overhead contrasted with the gleaming modern ovens and stainless-steel workstations. Soft country music played from hidden speakers, barely audible over the clatter of bowls and measuring cups.

Grace Hall rushed to meet them, clipboard clutched to her chest like a shield. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her normally sleek hair looked hastily brushed.

“Thank goodness you’re here,” she said, her voice strained. “We’ve had a last-minute change to the judging criteria. Jack wants more emphasis on commercial viability.” She handed them each a scoring sheet. “Also, Holly Flynn’s fans are already gathering outside. We’re expecting quite a crowd.”

Nicole practically vibrated with excitement at the mention of Holly’s name. “Is she here yet?”

“Not yet,” Grace replied, checking her watch, “but the other contestants are. Let me introduce you to one of them, Thomas Woodman. He’s our most experienced baker.”

She led them to a station where a tall, dignified man in his sixties was methodically organizing measuring spoons by size. His silver hair was combed neatly back from a high forehead, and his hands bore the marks of decades of work—slightly gnarled knuckles, a burn scar on one thumb, and a dusting of flour already settled into the creases of his palms. He wore a crisp white apron over a plaid button-down shirt that had seen better days.

“Mr. Woodman, these are three of our judges: Claire Rollins, Nicole Summers, and Robby Evans.”

Thomas looked up, his blue eyes sharp beneath bushy eyebrows. He wiped his hands on a dish towel before offering a firm handshake to each of them.

“A pleasure,” he said, his voice deep and slightly rough, like aged bourbon. “Always nice to meet people who appreciate proper baking.”

“Your setup is impressively organized,” Claire observed, noting the precise arrangement of ingredients.

Thomas nodded, pride showing in the straightening of his shoulders. “Been baking pies for fifty years. I’m using my grandfather’s recipe today—unchanged for four generations.” He lowered his voice confidentially. “No shortcuts, no tricks. Just quality ingredients and proper technique.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Nicole said. “Traditional recipes have such history.”

“Indeed.” Thomas’s expression clouded. “Unlike some who think baking is all about camera angles and social media followers.” He glanced toward the entrance with barely disguised disdain.

Before Claire could respond, a commotion erupted near the barn doors. A woman had entered, surrounded by what could only be described as an entourage—a harried assistant carrying bags, a young man with a professional camera already recording, and two security-looking individuals scanning the room.

“And here comes Hurricane Holly,” Thomas muttered, turning back to his ingredients.

Holly Flynn swept into the room like a perfectly styled whirlwind. In her early thirties, she was undeniably beautiful—shoulder-length hair arranged in effortless-looking waves, bright blue eyes enhanced by expertly applied makeup, and a figure showcased by designer jeans and a burgundy cashmere sweater. Over this, she wore a custom apron emblazoned with her personal brand logo.

“Hello, Harvest Bakers,” she called out, her voice musical and carrying. “Holly Flynn here, coming to you live from the Cider Mill Farm Pumpkin Festival Bake-Off.” She pivoted smoothly, allowing her cameraman to capture her with the rustic barn interior as a backdrop.

Nicole clutched Claire’s arm. “It’s really her,” she whispered.

Claire watched with fascination as Holly moved toward her station, narrating every step for her audience. “I’m so excited to share this authentic farm experience with you all today. We’re going back to basics with traditional autumn pies—but you know I’ll be adding my Holly-twist.”

What captivated Claire most wasn’t Holly’s polished presentation but how her demeanor subtly shifted when the camera briefly lowered. For just a moment, her dazzling smile dimmed, her shoulders relaxed from their perfect posture, and her eyes scanned the room with calculating precision. Then the camera lifted, and the megawatt personality snapped back into place so quickly Claire almost doubted what she’d seen.

With a tight smile, Grace hurried over to greet Holly. “Ms. Flynn, welcome to Cider Mill Farm. Your station is fully equipped as requested.”

“Wonderful.” Holly handed her designer handbag to her assistant without looking. “Jason, get my specialty ingredients set up. Emma, make sure the lighting is adjusted over my station—the shadows in here are brutal.”

As her team scurried to comply, Holly finally noticed Claire, Nicole, and Robby. “Oh, you must be some of the judges.” She approached them, hand extended. “Holly Flynn. Such a pleasure to meet you all.”

Nicole stepped forward eagerly. “We’re huge fans of your channel. Your cinnamon roll tutorial was fabulous.”

“How sweet,” Holly replied, though Claire noticed her eyes didn’t quite match her smile. “I always love meeting viewers.” She turned to Claire. “You’re Claire Rollins, right? From that historical cooking show?”

“Food and History,” Claire confirmed. “Nicole, Robby, and I co-host.”

“Charming concept,” Holly said. “Vintage recipes are such a quaint niche.”

Claire felt Nicole stiffen beside her at the thinly veiled condescension, but before either could respond, Holly had already pivoted toward her station, where Ivy Billings was organizing her space two spots down.

“Ivy,” Holly called out, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Still using that inefficient mise en place system? Some people never learn proper organization, even after being shown repeatedly.”

Ivy Billings straightened slowly. Her dark hair was pulled back, emphasizing her high cheekbones and straight nose, and unlike Holly’s designer outfit, Ivy wore practical black pants and a chef’s jacket that looked professionally pressed.

“Holly,” she replied, her voice controlled but cold. “I see you’re still prioritizing appearance over substance.”

Claire held her breath, sensing the history between these two women. The tension seemed to pulse in the air between them.

Holly laughed lightly, but her eyes narrowed. “Oh, Ivy. Still bitter because I let you go as my assistant? I thought you’d have developed your own style by now instead of just poorly copying mine.”

Before Ivy could respond, the barn doors opened again, and Glenn and Patty Wilby entered with Jack Holden between them. Jack had exchanged yesterday’s business casual attire for a chef’s jacket similar to Ivy’s, though his looked brand new and bore the Autumn Harvest Foods logo embroidered on the breast pocket.

Claire frowned, confused. “Is Jack competing too? Isn’t that a conflict of interest?”

Grace looked uncomfortable. “It was a last-minute addition. Since he’s a trained pastry chef⁠—”

“There’s no conflict of interest. Before I joined the corporate side, I spent years in professional kitchens,” Jack explained, overhearing them as he approached. His smile remained as polished as yesterday, but up close, Claire noticed the competitive gleam in his eyes. He looked from person to person. “Don’t worry. I’m one of the judges, so I can’t win the prize. Me taking part is more like doing an exhibition and sharing the values of our company. I thought it would be fun to get my hands dirty again. Show everyone that Autumn Harvest Foods really values traditional techniques.”

Glenn Wilby stood a few steps behind Jack, arms crossed over his chest, his expression suggesting he found the situation anything but “fun.” Patty placed a hand on her husband’s arm, her smile a bit too bright as she said, “Isn’t it wonderful to have such talented bakers participating?”

Claire sensed a story there, but before she could probe further, Grace clapped her hands for attention. “Contestants, you have thirty minutes for final preparations before the official start. Judges, if you follow me, I’ll explain the scoring system in more detail.”

As Grace led them to a table set up for judging and they met the two other judges, Claire whispered to Nicole and Robby, “Did you know Jack was competing?”

Nicole shook her head. “It doesn’t seem right, does it? Being both sponsor and contestant?”

“Major conflict,” Robby agreed. “Did you see Glenn’s face? He did not look happy about it. But hey, Jack isn’t eligible to win the prize, so even if it’s a little weird, it’ll be okay.”

After reviewing the judging criteria, they had a few minutes before the competition officially began. Claire decided to circulate among the contestants, curious to observe their interactions more closely.

She approached Bree Leeds first, the shy young woman they’d met briefly yesterday. Bree worked quietly at her station, her round face furrowed in concentration as she measured spices into tiny bowls. Her wispy blonde curls had already escaped her bun, creating a halo effect in the barn’s lighting.

“How are you feeling today, Bree?” Claire asked gently.

Bree jumped slightly, nearly spilling her cinnamon. “Oh, Ms. Rollins. I’m okay, just nervous.” Her voice was soft, almost childlike. “This is my first big competition.”

“Your grandmother’s recipe, right?” Claire recalled.

Bree’s face transformed with a genuine smile. “Yes. She taught me everything I know about baking. Of course, I’ve altered it a bit, but it remains faithful to the original recipe. She’d be so proud to see her pie recipe getting recognition.” Her smile faltered as she glanced across the room. “At least, I hope it will.”

Claire followed her gaze to where Holly was filming another segment, this time demonstrating her technique for crimping pie crust edges. The camera didn’t capture how Holly kept repositioning items on neighboring stations whenever they appeared in frame.

“Don’t worry about the others,” Claire advised Bree. “Focus on making your grandmother proud.”

Bree nodded, but her shoulders hunched as Holly’s voice carried across the room. Claire moved on, passing Thomas Woodman’s station, where the older baker was methodically slicing fresh pumpkin rather than using the canned puree most others had brought.

“Ms. Rollins,” Thomas called out, beckoning her over. “A moment of your time?”

Claire approached, noting the precision of his knife work—each slice exactly the same thickness. “Your technique is impressive, Mr. Woodman.”

“Thomas, please.” He kept his voice low, glancing around before continuing. “I wanted to speak to someone who appreciates tradition. This competition used to be about honoring our heritage, showcasing time-tested recipes.”

“And now?” Claire prompted when he paused.

Thomas’s mouth tightened beneath his neatly trimmed mustache. “Now it’s infected with commercial interests. People who see food as content, not craft.” His gaze flicked meaningfully toward Holly, then Jack. “Those two represent everything wrong with modern food culture. Style over substance. Profit over passion.”

Claire noted the genuine distress in his voice. “You feel strongly about this.”

“Forty years I’ve run my bakery in town. Never compromised on quality. Now places like Autumn Harvest Foods sell factory-made approximations of real food, and influencers—” he nearly spat out the word— “convince people that’s how things should taste.” He shook his head sadly. “This farm used to stand for something better.”

Across the room, Claire spotted Nicole engaged in animated conversation with Holly, her friend’s face alight with excitement as the social media star demonstrated something with exaggerated hand movements. Meanwhile, in a far corner, Glenn Wilby and Jack Holden appeared to be having a heated discussion, their voices too low to hear but their body language speaking volumes—Glenn leaning forward aggressively, Jack maintaining his corporate smile while shaking his head firmly.

Patty Wilby hovered nearby, her usual cheerfulness strained as she occasionally offered what appeared to be peacekeeping comments.

Claire drifted closer, hoping to catch a bit of their conversation.

“...not what we agreed,” Glenn was saying, his weathered face flushed with anger. “The north field was never part of⁠—”

Jack cut him off smoothly. “The preliminary surveys already show ideal conditions for the facility. The board is extremely interested in moving forward.”

“This is still my farm,” Glenn growled.

“Part of it won’t be for much longer,” Jack replied, his voice pleasant but his eyes hard. “Unless you’re planning to back out of a signed agreement?”

They abruptly fell silent as they noticed Claire within earshot. Patty quickly stepped forward, her smile brittle. “Claire, have you had a chance to try our apple cider donuts yet? They’re a farm specialty.”

Before Claire could respond, a commotion erupted from Holly’s station. The social media star had climbed onto a sturdy wooden stool, raising her voice to address her livestream audience.

“Breaking news, my beautiful baking family. I have a big surprise,” Holly announced, her camera operator zooming in for a dramatic close-up, “something that will take the Harvest Heritage Bake-Off to a whole new level.”

Grace Hall rushed over, panic evident in her wide eyes. “Ms. Flynn, we didn’t approve any surprise announcements or changes to the competition format⁠—”

Holly waved a dismissive hand, never breaking eye contact with her camera. “Don’t worry, just a little marketing talk for my followers. Building suspense is part of the Holly Flynn experience.”

But the smug smile she directed at her fellow contestants when the camera briefly lowered suggested something more than marketing hype. Ivy Billings’s face had gone still, except for a muscle twitching in her jaw. Thomas Woodman muttered something under his breath that made the nearest contestant gasp. Bree looked close to tears.

Grace clapped her hands with forced cheerfulness. “Fifteen minutes until the competition officially begins. Judges, please take your positions.”

As Claire moved toward the judging table with Nicole and Robby, she heard Holly say to her assistant, “Make sure we get plenty of reaction shots when I make my announcement. The looks on their faces will be priceless.”

Claire settled into her seat, watching the contestants make final preparations. The picture had become clearer: Holly Flynn was universally disliked among her competitors. Thomas resented her modern approach to traditional baking. Ivy clearly had a bitter personal history with her former boss. Bree seemed terrified of Holly’s influence and competitive edge. Even Jack, for all his corporate smoothness, had exchanged sharp glances with Holly when she mentioned her “surprise.”

“This is going to be intense,” Robby murmured beside her. “Did you notice how everyone freezes when Holly moves near their stations, like they’re afraid she’ll sabotage them somehow.”

“Or steal their ideas,” Nicole added. “Even I could tell she was fishing for information when we talked. She asked very specific questions about what I thought each contestant might prepare.”

Claire nodded, her mind piecing together the dynamics at play. The baking competition suddenly seemed to have deeper, more dangerous currents of rivalry, resentment, and ambition.

Movement near the barn entrance caught her eye. Patty Wilby had taken Bear and Lady outside, presumably to let them stretch their legs during the judging, but through the open door, Claire could see both Corgis standing at alert, their bodies rigid as they stared in the direction of the root cellar—which wasn’t even visible from this angle.

A chill skittered down Claire’s spine. As Grace called for the competition to begin and contestants sprang into action, Claire had the sense that something far more than a pie contest was unfolding at Cider Mill Farm.
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The competition kitchen buzzed with frantic energy as contestants worked on their colonial-inspired desserts. Measuring cups clattered against bowls, ovens hummed, and the air filled with the warm scents of cinnamon, nutmeg, and baking pastry. Claire leaned against a wooden post, clipboard in hand, observing the different approaches of each competitor.

Thomas Woodman’s weathered hands worked the dough in rhythmic motions passed down through generations. No recipe card sat on his counter. Every measurement came from his memory, and every technique was embedded in his muscles after decades of practice. He paused occasionally to taste an ingredient or assess the consistency of his filling, his expression that of an artist fully absorbed in his craft.

Holly Flynn’s station resembled a television set more than a baking area. Her camera operator circled continuously, capturing footage from various angles as Holly narrated each step with enthusiasm.

“Now we’re adding just a touch of this amazing local cinnamon,” she proclaimed, holding the spice jar perfectly positioned for her viewers to see the label. “The colonists would have treasured this spice for special occasions.”

Claire noticed how Holly’s movements changed whenever the camera briefly lowered—her careful measuring abandoned for hasty approximations and pre-prepared ingredients swapped in to save time. The performance resumed the moment filming began again.

Ivy Billings worked like a machine. Her station was organized like a military maneuver. Each ingredient sat in identical glass bowls, arranged in the exact order they would be used. Her face remained expressionless as she mixed and measured, though her eyes occasionally darted toward Holly’s station, where a flash of something crossed her features before disappearing behind her composed mask.

Bree Leeds hunched over her grandmother’s recipe card, mouthing the instructions as if in prayer. Her hands trembled slightly as she measured spices, double-checking each quantity before adding it to her mixture. Despite her nervousness, she had the natural skill of someone who’d baked alongside a beloved mentor.

Jack Holden approached his station like a business project. His colonial pie clearly incorporated modern touches—Claire spotted ingredients that wouldn’t have been available in Revolutionary times. When not actively baking, he checked his phone, making notes or sending messages with quick taps of his fingers.

Grace Hall clapped her hands for attention. “Contestants, you have an hour remaining. Judges will return for tasting at noon.”

Nicole sidled up beside Claire, her eyes wide with excitement. “Two hours to kill. What should we do?”

“We could gather material for a potential Food and History episode,” Claire suggested. “This place has fascinating Revolutionary War connections.”

Robby joined them, camera in hand. “You two go ahead. I’ll stay here and get some B-roll of the competition. Maybe chat with the contestants between steps.”

“Are you sure?” Claire asked.

Robby grinned. “Positive. Someone needs to keep an eye on things here. Plus, Thomas promised to show me his special technique for crimping pie crust edges.”

As Claire and Nicole gathered their notes and called for Bear and Lady, Patty Wilby approached, her face brightening when she spotted them.

“Heading out to explore?” she asked, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “I’d be happy to give you a personal tour of the historical spots. Glenn’s tied up with Jack discussing business matters anyway.”

Claire smiled gratefully. “We’d love that. We’re especially interested in the farm’s Revolutionary War connections for our show.”

“Oh, you’ve come to the right place,” Patty exclaimed, leading them toward the door. “Cider Mill Farm has stories that would make your hair stand on end.”

Outside, the October morning had warmed slightly, though the air still held its crisp edge. Fallen leaves crunched beneath their feet as they followed a well-worn path away from the competition barn. Bear and Lady trotted alongside them, noses to the ground but ears perked forward, still unusually alert.

“The farm looks gorgeous in autumn,” Nicole remarked, gesturing toward the rolling fields dotted with pumpkins, the distant orchard heavy with ripe apples, and the forest beyond blazing with red and gold foliage.

Patty beamed with pride. “October at Cider Mill is magical. Always has been. Our ancestors chose this land for its fertile soil and natural springs.” She pointed toward a distant hill. “During the Revolution, the militia would post lookouts up there to watch for British patrols.”

They walked past the farmhouse toward a small, fenced area nestled between two ancient apple trees. Inside the enclosure, neat rows of plants grew in raised beds, some still flowering despite the advancing season.

“This,” Patty said, unlatching the gate, “is one of our most historically significant spots. Our women ancestors were known throughout the region as skilled herbalists.”

Claire stepped into the garden, immediately noting the organized layout and diversity of plants. “An herb garden?”

“Not just any herb garden,” Patty corrected, her voice taking on a professor’s tone, “a medicinal herb garden. During the Revolutionary War, proper medicine was scarce. The Continental Army relied heavily on local herbalists to treat everything from fevers to battle wounds.”

Nicole pulled out her phone and began taking photos. “This is perfect for our show. Do you still grow the same herbs your ancestors did?”

“Many of them,” Patty confirmed, kneeling beside a plant with delicate purple flowers. “This is echinacea—excellent for boosting immunity, and over here,” she moved to a plant with silver-green leaves, “white sage for purification and healing.”

Claire walked slowly through the garden, fascinated by the variety. “I’ve used herbs in cooking, of course, but I never realized how many had medicinal properties.”

“Cooking and healing were often intertwined,” Patty explained, gently touching a spiky plant with yellow flowers. “Take calendula here. Wonderful in salves for wounds, but also adds beautiful color to butter and cheeses.”

They spent nearly half an hour exploring the garden, with Patty identifying each plant and explaining its historical uses. Claire took notes, already envisioning how they might incorporate this information into their show.

“Many of our ancestors’ recipes combined culinary and medicinal purposes,” Patty continued, leading them toward the original farmhouse. “I have something inside you might find interesting.”

The old farmhouse had been preserved as a museum of sorts, with period-appropriate furnishings and displays about farm life in colonial times. The floorboards creaked beneath their feet as Patty led them to a glass case containing several leather-bound books.

“Family journals,” she explained, carefully opening the case and removing one. “These date back to the 1760s. My and Glenn’s ancestors documented everything—weather patterns, crop yields, and most importantly, their herbal knowledge.”

Claire accepted the journal with reverent hands, marveling at the graceful handwriting that filled its pages. “May I?”

At Patty’s nod, she gently turned the yellowed pages. Detailed drawings of plants accompanied recipes for tinctures, salves, and syrups. Claire paused on a section about incorporating herbs into preserved foods.

“‘Elderberry preserves with rosemary and honey,’” she read aloud. “‘Excellent for winter coughs and warming the blood.’”

“They found ways to make medicine palatable,” Patty said. “Many remedies were disguised as desserts or preserves so children would take them willingly.”

Claire turned another page, noting several herbs mentioned repeatedly. “What’s this one? It’s referenced in multiple recipes but only by its initials.”

Patty glanced at the page, a slight frown crossing her features before quickly disappearing. “Oh, that. Just one of the special family remedies.” She gently took the book back, returning it to its case. “Some knowledge was kept private, you understand. Competition among herbalists could be fierce.”

Nicole, who had been photographing another display, rejoined them. “This place is amazing, Patty. The historical details are so well preserved.”

“Thank you,” Patty said, visibly pleased. “We try to honor our heritage. Come, there’s more to see outside.”

As they exited the farmhouse, Bear and Lady suddenly stiffened, both Corgis turning their heads in unison toward a small stone building set apart from the other structures.

“What’s that building?” Claire asked, noticing Patty’s hesitation.

“Oh, just an old storage shed,” Patty said dismissively, trying to steer them in another direction.

Claire gently persisted, her curiosity piqued by Patty’s evasiveness and the dogs’ reaction. “It looks older than the other buildings.”

Patty sighed, relenting. “You have a good eye. It’s actually one of the oldest structures on the property.” She reluctantly led them toward the building. “It was my ancestors’ workshop for preparing their more... potent remedies.”

The stone building had a single window and a heavy wooden door reinforced with iron bands. As they approached, Bear and Lady both balked, refusing to come closer despite Claire’s encouragement.

“They’re acting just like they did at the root cellar,” Nicole observed.

Claire nodded, a strange tingling sensation running over her skin. She smelled something unusual in the air. As she stepped closer to the building, the autumn day suddenly dimmed around her. In its place, she saw a flickering image of a woman in colonial dress—the same woman from her vision at the root cellar—standing over a table covered with herbs and bottles. The woman worked, grinding leaves with a mortar and pestle, occasionally glancing nervously toward the door.

The vision vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving Claire momentarily disoriented.

“Claire?” Nicole’s concerned voice broke through her confusion. “You zoned out again.”

“Just thinking about how we could feature this in our show,” Claire covered smoothly, not wanting to discuss her vision in front of Patty. “Did people come here for treatments?”

Patty shook her head. “No, this was strictly for preparation. Some remedies required careful handling—precise measurements, specific timing. Our ancestors guarded their methods carefully.” She checked her watch. “Oh my, we should head back toward the main area. I want to show you our apple press before the judging begins.”

As Patty led them away, Claire glanced back at the stone building, questions buzzing in her mind. What had the colonial woman been preparing? And why did Bear and Lady react so strongly to both the workshop and the root cellar?
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When Claire and Nicole returned to the competition barn, the atmosphere had intensified. Contestants buzzed around as the deadline approached, their faces showing the strain of competition.

“There you are.” Robby hurried over to meet them, his expression animated. “You missed some serious drama.”

“What happened?” Claire asked.

Robby lowered his voice. “I overheard an argument between Holly and Thomas near the supply pantry. It got pretty heated.”

“About what?” Nicole whispered back.

“Thomas accused Holly of ‘stealing his legacy,’” Robby reported. “He said she took his family’s traditional recipes, simplified them for her online audience, and claimed them as her own creations.”

“How did Holly respond?” Claire asked, glancing toward the social media star’s station, where Holly was performing enthusiastically for her camera.

“She was totally dismissive,” Robby said. “Told him she ‘modernized outdated techniques’ and ‘brought colonial baking to a new generation.’ But here’s the interesting part—Thomas mentioned a specific recipe, something about a spiced apple cake with a special herb blend. Holly’s whole demeanor changed. She got really defensive, then noticed me nearby and shut down the conversation immediately.”

Claire frowned, filing away this information. “Interesting. Let’s spread out and watch for a bit before judging starts.”

As Nicole and Robby moved to different areas of the room, Claire circulated among the contestants, observing their progress. When she approached Ivy’s station, she noticed Holly cornering the tall, serious woman in a quiet moment away from the others.

“Remember our arrangement,” Holly said in a low voice that Claire had to strain to hear. “Keep your mouth shut about the book.”

Ivy’s posture remained rigid, her facial expression unreadable, but Claire noticed her hands trembling slightly. “I’ve kept my part of the bargain,” Ivy replied, her voice barely audible, “but you can’t keep threatening me forever.”

Holly leaned closer. “Can’t I? One word from me to the right people, and your little career dreams go up in smoke. Nobody crosses Holly Flynn and succeeds in this business.”

When Holly mentioned “the book,” Claire saw genuine fear flash across Ivy’s face before she composed herself again. The exchange ended abruptly as Holly spotted Claire and switched immediately to her camera-ready smile.

“Claire. Just giving Ivy some friendly competition advice,” Holly chirped, patting Ivy’s arm with false camaraderie. “We go way back, don’t we, Ivy?”

Ivy’s smile was forced. “Way back,” she agreed flatly.

As Holly sauntered away, Claire moved to Bree’s station, where the shy young woman was carefully adding something to her pie filling. Claire noticed small sprigs of an herb she didn’t immediately recognize.

“That’s an unusual addition,” Claire commented. “What is it?”

Bree jumped slightly, then offered a nervous smile. “Oh, it’s sweet cicely. My grandmother always added it to her pumpkin pies.” She hesitated, then added in a quieter voice, “It’s from her recipe book. It’s been in our family for generations.”

Claire nodded encouragingly. “It looks interesting. Is it local?”

“Yes,” Bree said, gaining confidence as she spoke about something she clearly knew well. “It grows wild around here. My grandmother showed me how to find it when I was little. She said the early settlers used it to sweeten desserts when sugar was scarce.”

“That’s fascinating,” Claire said sincerely. “Did your family have connections to this area historically?”

Bree nodded, her eyes brightening. “My grandmother’s people lived near here for generations. They were herbalists too, just like the Wilby ancestors. She glanced around, then lowered her voice. “Actually, my grandmother used to talk about trading herb knowledge with the Wilby women back in the day. She said they had special recipes that could heal almost anything.”

Claire felt a tingle of excitement at this unexpected connection. “Do you know anything about those special recipes?”

Bree’s expression grew cautious. “Grandmother said some things were better left in the past; that knowledge could be dangerous in the wrong hands.” She straightened suddenly, her eyes widening. “Oh! My crust is browning too quickly. Excuse me.”

As Bree hurried to check her pie, Claire pondered this new information. The herb knowledge, the connections between families, and the mysterious references to dangerous recipes—all of it suggested deeper currents running under the surface of this simple baking competition.

“Thirty minutes remaining, contestants!” Grace announced, her voice cutting through the kitchen noise.

Claire moved to the judges’ table where Nicole, Robby, and the other two judges were already seated. From this vantage point, she could see all the contestants at once. Thomas worked with determination. Holly performed confidently for her camera while occasionally shooting calculating glances at her competitors. Ivy maintained her methodical approach, though she checked over her shoulder whenever Holly moved nearby. Bree fretfully opened and closed her oven door, checking her pie’s progress with growing anxiety. Jack alternated between baking steps and making business calls, his expression smug whenever he caught Glenn Wilby’s eye.

A movement outside the window caught Claire’s attention. Glenn Wilby was walking across the yard, headed toward the root cellar. He moved quickly, glancing over his shoulder to ensure he wasn’t being watched. Claire kept her eye on him as he approached the cellar door, then reached into his pocket for something—a key?

Suddenly, Bear and Lady, who had been resting near Patty’s feet, sprang up and began barking frantically, their eyes fixed on Glenn’s distant figure. The sharp noise drew everyone’s attention to the windows. Glenn froze, then quickly changed direction, pretending to inspect a nearby fence instead of continuing to the root cellar.

“What’s got those dogs so worked up?” Thomas asked, momentarily distracted from his baking.

“Probably just a squirrel,” Patty said quickly, brushing off the question. “They’re very protective.”

As the commotion settled and the contestants returned to their final preparations, Claire exchanged glances with Nicole and Robby. Something strange was definitely happening at Cider Mill Farm—something that connected a colonial herbalist, a root cellar, a stone workshop, and the tensions between their baking contestants.
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The competition barn transformed from a bustling kitchen into an elegant judging area as the baking portion of the contest concluded. Farm staff had arranged a long oak table at the front, covered with a cream-colored cloth embroidered with autumn leaves. Place settings awaited the judges, each featuring vintage colonial-style dishware—simple blue and white plates that provided a perfect backdrop for the colorful desserts to come.

Autumn-themed centerpieces dotted the table—miniature pumpkins nestled among dried corn husks, cinnamon sticks, and bright red maple leaves. The rustic charm of hand-dipped beeswax candles in wrought iron holders contrasted with the sleek, professional lighting equipment Holly’s crew had set up to ensure perfect video quality for her livestream.

Claire settled into her seat between Nicole and Robby, adjusting her chair as she surveyed the scene. The contestants stood nervously by their stations, each with their completed creation ready for presentation. Thomas Woodman polished an invisible spot on his serving plate. Ivy Billings arranged her note cards for the third time. Bree Leeds fidgeted with her apron strings. Jack Holden checked his phone messages. And Holly Flynn consulted with her camera operator, positioning herself for maximum visual impact.

“Remember,” Grace Hall instructed, her clipboard clutched tightly to her chest, “presentations will proceed in the order of our randomly-drawn contestant names. Each contestant has three minutes to describe their dessert and its historical significance before the judges will taste and score.” She checked her watch. “We begin with Ivy Billings.”

A hush fell over the room as Ivy stepped forward, her back straight as a ruler. She carried her creation with the confidence of a surgeon, placing it precisely in the center of the judging table. The tart was a work of art—a perfect golden crust woven in an intricate lattice pattern over glistening slices of apple arranged in a spiral pattern, the spaces between filled with a thick, amber-colored filling.

“Judges,” Ivy began, her voice clear and measured, “I present my Colonial Maple Apple Tart. This recipe draws inspiration from the first cookbook published in America in 1796, with modifications based on ingredients available to New England settlers in the mid-18th century.”

Claire noted how Ivy’s presentation felt almost academic—precise, informative, but lacking warmth. As Ivy continued explaining the historical techniques she’d used, Claire glanced at Holly, whose composed expression couldn’t quite hide her dismissive smirk.

“The colonists valued efficiency and practicality,” Ivy continued, “but also sought to create moments of sweetness amid their difficult lives. This tart uses maple sugar rather than imported cane sugar, which would have been both expensive and politically problematic during the revolutionary period.”

When Ivy finished her explanation, the judges each took a bite. Claire closed her eyes to focus on the flavors—the perfect balance of sweet and tart, the buttery crust, and an unexpected complexity from spices she couldn’t immediately identify.

“This is exceptional,” Claire said. “There’s something unique in the spice blend. May I ask what you’ve used?”

A flicker of tension crossed Ivy’s face. “Traditional secrets,” she replied, her eyes briefly darting toward Holly. “A combination of cinnamon, nutmeg, and a few...family specialties.”

As Ivy returned to her station, Bree Leeds approached next, her hands visibly trembling as she set down a rustic-looking pie with a slightly uneven crimped edge. Despite its less polished appearance compared to Ivy’s creation, the aroma wafting from the warm dessert was utterly enticing—sweet pumpkin mingled with butter and mysterious herbal notes.

“This is—” Bree’s voice cracked, and she swallowed hard before continuing. “This is my Grandmother’s Harvest Blessing Pie. It’s been in my family for generations.” Unlike Ivy’s polished speech, Bree’s words tumbled out with raw emotion. “My grandmother learned it from her grandmother, who lived near here during the Revolution. The women in my family have always been connected to the land, knowing which plants bring health and which bring harm.”

Nicole leaned forward, clearly moved by Bree’s sincerity. “It smells amazing.”

Bree nodded, gaining confidence. “The secret is in the herbs. Settlers couldn’t always get sugar or spices, so they used local plants like sweet cicely to add sweetness and other herbs to bring both flavor and benefits.”

“Benefits?” Robby asked, fork poised over the pie.

“Health benefits,” Bree clarified. “My grandmother said this pie could ‘warm the blood and strengthen the heart through winter’s coldest days.’ It’s more than food—it’s medicine too.”

Claire took a bite and immediately understood what Bree meant. The pie filled her mouth with familiar pumpkin flavor, but underneath lay complex herbal notes that reminded her of the garden Patty had shown them earlier.

“These herbs,” Claire asked, “did your family trade knowledge with the Wilbys?”

Bree’s eyes widened slightly. “Yes, actually. My grandmother mentioned that. The families shared some remedies, though each kept certain secrets.” She glanced nervously around and quickly retreated to her station.

Jack Holden strode forward next, carrying his dessert with the confident air of someone accustomed to boardroom presentations. His “Modern Colonial Fusion Tart” sat on a pristine white plate, its surface glossy and perfect, decorated with precisely placed crystallized herbs arranged in the shape of a maple leaf.

“What I’ve created,” Jack announced, his voice projecting to fill the room, “is a bridge between colonial tradition and contemporary palates. My tart honors historical techniques while incorporating modern understandings of flavor science.”

As Jack launched into an explanation that sounded more like a marketing pitch than a baking presentation, Claire noticed Glenn Wilby standing near the barn entrance, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. The farm owner’s face darkened with each mention of how Autumn Harvest Foods could “scale production while maintaining artisanal quality.”

The tart itself was technically flawless—beautiful to look at and balanced in flavor, yet Claire found herself oddly unmoved by it. Jack’s creation lacked something essential that both Ivy’s and Bree’s desserts had possessed.

“Very impressive technique,” Claire commented politely.

Jack flashed his perfect smile. “Thank you. I believe traditional recipes must evolve to survive. My vision is to bring colonial flavors to modern American tables nationwide.”

He returned to his station with the satisfied air of someone who’d just closed a business deal.

Thomas Woodman approached next, carrying his entry on a simple handmade wooden plate. The older baker moved with dignity, setting his creation before the judges with calloused hands that bore the marks of decades of work. His Heritage Spiced Pumpkin Pie lacked the visual flourishes of the previous entries—no decorative elements or artistic presentation—just a perfect golden-brown pie with a slight dome in the center.

“This,” Thomas said, his deep voice resonating with quiet pride, “is exactly the same pumpkin pie my ancestors have made for seven generations. No changes, no updates, no improvements—because none were needed.”

His presentation was the briefest of all, but somehow the most powerful. Thomas explained how the recipe had traveled with his family from England in 1743, been adapted to New World ingredients, and passed down from parent to child for centuries.

“Every ingredient comes from within fifty miles of this spot,” he concluded, “just as it would have in colonial times.”

Claire’s first bite told a story words couldn’t express—rich, smooth pumpkin custard perfectly spiced with warming cinnamon, nutmeg, and ginger, all cradled in a crust that somehow managed to be both substantial and delicate. This was food with history embedded in every bite.

“Remarkable,” Claire said sincerely. “You can truly taste the tradition.”

Thomas nodded in acknowledgment, his eyes deliberately avoiding Holly and her circling camera crew as he returned to his place.

“And finally,” Grace announced, checking her clipboard, “Holly Flynn.”

Holly took center stage with confidence, her camera operator positioning himself for the optimal angle. She carried her creation covered by a silver dome, adding an element of theatrical suspense to her presentation.

“Hello, baking friends,” Holly called out, her voice pitched to carry beyond the room to her online audience. “Today I’m thrilled to share something truly special—a recipe that connects us directly to our revolutionary heritage.”

With a flourish, she removed the silver dome to reveal a tart that combined visual appeal with historical elements. The filling was a deep orange-brown, topped with decorative pastry cutouts shaped like stars and maple leaves. The tart sat on an antique-looking silver platter that gleamed under the lights.

“I call this my Revolutionary Spiced Pumpkin Tart,” Holly announced. “While researching colonial recipes, I discovered something amazing—a secret blend of herbs and spices used by patriot herbalists during the Revolutionary War.”

Claire noticed Patty Wilby shifting uncomfortably near the back of the room.

“These special herbs,” Holly continued, her voice dropping dramatically as if sharing a profound secret, “were used to heal wounded soldiers and provide strength during those difficult times. I’ve reimagined this historical remedy in my tart, creating a dessert that connects us directly to our nation’s founding.”

Throughout her presentation, Holly maintained her camera-ready smile, but Claire caught a calculated gleam in her eyes as she glanced toward Thomas, who had turned away in obvious disgust.

“Before you taste,” Holly said, turning back to the judges, “let me demonstrate the amazing flavor profile myself.”

She cut a generous slice of the tart and, with the camera zooming in for a close-up, she took a large bite. “Mmm. You can taste the warming spices and the special herb blend that gives it that authentic historical⁠—”

Holly stopped mid-sentence, her expression shifting from confident to confused. She swallowed hard, then raised a hand to her throat. Her eyes widened with sudden panic.

“Holly?” Grace stepped forward. “Are you alright?”

Holly opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Instead, a strangled gasping sound escaped her lips as her face rapidly flushed bright red. She clutched at her throat more frantically, her eyes bulging with terror. The silver platter clattered to the floor as Holly stumbled backward, knocking over a chair before collapsing in a heap.

For one frozen moment, nobody moved. Then, chaos erupted.

“Call 911!” Grace screamed, fumbling for her phone with shaking hands.

Nicole, who had basic first aid training, rushed to Holly’s side. “She can’t breathe! Turn her on her side!”

Contestants and staff scattered in different directions—Thomas backed away slowly, his face pale with shock. Ivy stood frozen, one hand pressed over her mouth. Bree began sobbing, the sound high-pitched and panicked. Jack moved purposefully toward Holly, then abruptly stopped, uncertainty crossing his features.

Claire knelt beside Holly, whose lips had taken on a frightening bluish tinge. Nicole had managed to turn her onto her side, but Holly’s breathing had become shallow and ragged, her chest barely moving.

“Help is coming,” Claire said, taking Holly’s hand. “Hold on.”

Holly’s eyes, wide with fear and desperation, locked onto Claire’s. With a final, tremendous effort, she squeezed Claire’s fingers and gasped out a few barely audible words: “The recipe... wasn’t mine...”

Her hand went limp in Claire’s grasp.

Nicole immediately began CPR, her face set with determination as she counted compressions. “One, two, three, four...”

The minutes that followed blurred together in a nightmare of activity. Paramedics arrived with astonishing speed, their hurried movements and professional calm cutting through the panic as they took over from Nicole. They worked on Holly for what seemed like an eternity, using equipment and medications from their kits and speaking in clipped, technical phrases that meant little to the onlookers.

Finally, one of the paramedics stood and shook his head. “I’m sorry. She’s gone.”

A collective gasp went through the room, followed by an awful silence broken only by Bree’s muffled sobs.

The farm erupted into controlled chaos as police officers arrived, securing the area and separating the witnesses. The competition barn, which hours earlier had been filled with the cozy scents of baking, now held the clinical smell of medical equipment and the underlying sourness of fear.

Grace moved frantically between police officers and farm staff, her clipboard abandoned and her professional composure shattered. “We need to keep festival visitors away from this area,” she told a grim-faced Glenn Wilby, “and someone needs to talk to Holly’s camera crew—they recorded everything.”

In the midst of the commotion, Claire stood slightly apart, a strange calm settling over her despite the horror she’d just witnessed. The familiar odd smell she’d experienced earlier, something like burnt metal, had returned stronger than ever, and with it came absolute certainty: Holly Flynn’s death was no accident.

As a police officer approached to ask her to wait for questioning, Claire’s gaze fell on the silver platter that had held Holly’s tart. Unlike the standard serving dishes provided to other contestants, this one appeared genuinely antique, its surface decorated with an intricate pattern of leaves and vines.

“Excuse me,” she said to the officer, pointing to the platter. “That silver serving dish—it wasn’t part of the competition supplies, was it?”

The officer nodded. “We’ve noted that. Apparently, Ms. Flynn brought it herself as a ‘presentation prop.’” He gestured toward an area where other witnesses were gathering. “If you could join the others, please. A detective will take your statement shortly.”

As Claire moved away, she noticed something else—a dusting of unfamiliar herb particles on Holly’s lips, subtly different in color from the ingredients visible in her tart. Before she could point this out, another officer firmly directed her to the waiting area.

Nicole and Robby had saved her a spot in a quiet corner, their faces pale with shock.

“I can’t believe what just happened,” Nicole whispered, her hands still trembling slightly from performing CPR. “One minute she was talking, and the next...”

“Do you think it was an allergic reaction?” Robby asked, his usual cheerfulness completely gone. “Or maybe a heart attack?”

Claire shook her head, keeping her voice low. “This wasn’t natural, and it wasn’t an accident.”

“How can you be sure?” Nicole asked.

“The herb particles on her lips don’t match what was in her tart,” Claire explained, “and there’s something about that silver platter she used—my intuition is practically screaming about it. Plus, her last words...”

“‘The recipe wasn’t mine,’” Robby quoted. “What do you think she meant?”

Claire glanced around at the other contestants, now seated in different areas of the barn as police officers moved between them. Thomas stared blankly at the floor, his shoulders slumped. Ivy sat rigidly upright, her face an unreadable mask. Bree continued to cry quietly into a handkerchief. Jack spoke intently to an officer, gesturing with his hands as if explaining something important.

“I think,” Claire said slowly, “that Holly Flynn stole more than just a recipe, and someone decided she had to pay for it.”

Nicole’s eyes widened. “You think someone deliberately poisoned her tart?”

“I don’t know exactly how it happened yet,” Claire admitted, “but I’m certain of one thing—we just witnessed a murder.”

As police continued their investigation around them, Claire felt the familiar tingling sensation that signaled her intuitive abilities were working overtime. The pieces were all there—Holly’s stolen recipe, the herb garden, the root cellar, the tensions between contestants, and Holly’s dramatic final words. Now she and her friends just needed to put them together before the killer struck again.
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Blue and red lights pulsed through the autumn dusk, creating eerie shadows across Cider Mill Farm’s picturesque landscape. Police vehicles lined the gravel driveway, their presence changing the cheerful harvest festival into something sad and somber. Farm visitors had been directed away from the competition barn, many leaving entirely after whispered rumors of a medical emergency spread through the grounds.

Claire stood with Nicole and Robby near the barn entrance, watching as paramedics loaded Holly Flynn’s body into an ambulance. The social media star’s face had been covered, but Claire couldn’t forget her final, desperate expression or her chilling last words: “The recipe... wasn’t mine...”

“Look,” Nicole said quietly, pointing toward an unmarked sedan pulling up beside the police cruisers. “Ian’s here.”

Relief flooded through Claire at the sight of the familiar figure stepping out of the car; Detective Ian Fuller’s tall frame was easily recognizable even in the growing darkness. He spoke briefly with the uniformed officers before striding toward the barn, his expression serious.

Seeing Ian, her boyfriend, brought Claire both comfort and a fresh wave of anxiety. His presence made this nightmare suddenly, undeniably real—Holly Flynn had been murdered, and the killer was almost certainly still among them.

As Ian entered the barn, the chaotic atmosphere immediately shifted. His calm authority seemed to impose order on the scene as he directed officers to secure the area around Holly’s workstation. Yellow evidence markers appeared beside the fallen silver platter, the abandoned tart, and the spot where Holly had collapsed.

“Detective Fuller,” Grace Hall approached him. “This is a complete disaster. We need to⁠—”

Ian held up a hand, his voice firm but not unkind. “Ms. Hall, I understand this is distressing. I’ll need to speak with you shortly, but first I need to address everyone.”

Grace stepped back, nodding numbly as Ian moved to the center of the room. The contestants, judges, and staff had naturally gathered in small, nervous clusters. Thomas Woodman stood alone, his face pale with shock. Ivy Billings sat rigidly on a folding chair, her hands clasped so tightly her knuckles had turned white. Bree Leeds had stopped crying but looked shell-shocked, her round face blotchy and her eyes red-rimmed. Jack Holden paced near the wall, repeatedly checking his phone despite having been told not to make calls.

Ian cleared his throat, immediately drawing everyone’s attention.

“I’m Detective Ian Fuller with the Boston Police Department,” he announced, his voice carrying easily through the hushed barn. “I understand you’ve all experienced a traumatic event today. While Ms. Flynn’s death appears suspicious, we need to complete a thorough investigation before drawing any conclusions.”

He paused, making eye contact with several people before continuing. “The baking competition is officially suspended for now. Unfortunately, none of you may leave the farm until you’ve been questioned and cleared. My officers will take preliminary statements, and we’ll establish a more formal interview process shortly.”

A murmur of distress rippled through the group.

“But I have reservations tonight in Boston,” Jack Holden protested. “This is completely⁠—”

“This is a potential crime scene, Mr. Holden.” Ian cut him off smoothly. “Your cooperation is not optional.”

Jack fell silent, though his expression remained angry.

“We’ll try to process everyone as quickly as possible,” Ian continued. “In the meantime, please remain in the designated waiting areas and avoid discussing the incident among yourselves.”

As Ian turned to confer with another officer, Claire noticed how his professional demeanor had calmed some of the panic in the room. Even in this terrible situation, Ian’s steady presence provided a sense that someone was in control—that this horrific event wouldn’t go uninvestigated or unpunished.

When Ian’s gaze finally found Claire among the witnesses, his expression softened before returning to detective mode. He spoke briefly to the officer beside him, then made his way toward her.

“Claire,” he said, his voice dropping to a more personal tone despite maintaining his professional stance. “Could I speak with you privately for a moment?”

Nicole squeezed Claire’s arm supportively before her friend followed Ian to a quiet corner of the barn.

“Are you okay? What about Nicole and Robby? Are they alright?” Ian asked once they were relatively alone, genuine concern briefly overriding his detective persona.

“I’m fine. They’re fine,” Claire assured him, though the image of Holly’s terrified face still floated before her eyes. “It happened so fast, Ian. One minute she was presenting her tart, and the next...”

Ian nodded, pulling out his notebook. “I know this is difficult, but I need you to tell me exactly what you observed. As a judge, you had a clear view of what happened.”

Claire took a deep breath, organizing her thoughts. “Holly was the last to present. She made a big show of unveiling her ‘Revolutionary Spiced Pumpkin Tart.’ She claimed to have discovered a secret historical recipe with a special herb blend used during colonial times.”

“Did she identify the herbs?” Ian asked, jotting notes.

“No, she kept referring to them as her ‘secret historical ingredient,’ but Ian,” Claire leaned closer, lowering her voice. “I noticed something strange. When she collapsed, I saw unusual herb particles on her lips that didn’t match what was visible in her tart.”

Ian’s eyes sharpened with interest. “Are you certain?”

“Absolutely. I’ve worked with enough herbs in our historical cooking segments to recognize inconsistencies, and there’s something else—the silver platter she used was different from the standard serving dishes provided to the other contestants. Holly brought it herself as a ‘presentation prop.’”

“The platter has already been tagged for special handling,” Ian confirmed, making another note. “Anything else you noticed?”

Claire hesitated, then added, “Her final words were ‘The recipe wasn’t mine.’ I think she was trying to tell me something important.”

Ian wrote this down, his expression thoughtful. “That could be significant.” He glanced up, meeting Claire’s eyes directly. “I appreciate your observations, Claire. You know I value your insight, but⁠—”

“You need to follow official protocols and evidence chains,” Claire finished for him, understanding the unspoken boundary. “I know.”

Ian’s mouth quirked in a brief, grateful smile. “Exactly. Your observations will be incredibly helpful, but I need to handle this by the book.”

As they ended their conversation, Claire’s attention was drawn to Glenn Wilby, who paced anxiously near the barn doors. The farm owner’s face was creased with worry as he spoke to one of the officers.

“This is going to ruin us,” Glenn was saying, his voice strained. “The farm can’t survive this kind of publicity. We’ve invested everything in this festival.”

Claire frowned at his focus on financial implications rather than the tragedy itself. While shock affected people differently, Glenn’s primary concern seemed callously misplaced.

In contrast, Patty Wilby appeared genuinely distressed, wringing her hands as she hovered near Holly’s workstation. Claire watched with curiosity as Patty attempted to edge closer to the evidence, her eyes fixed on something among Holly’s baking supplies. When an officer firmly directed her away from the crime scene, Patty’s expression flashed with frustration before she composed herself.

“Mrs. Wilby,” the officer said firmly, “you need to step back from the evidence.”

“I just wanted to check something,” Patty protested, her usual warmth replaced by nervous energy. “The herbs she used—I need to see which ones...”

“That’s for our forensics team to determine,” the officer replied. “Please return to the waiting area.”

Patty reluctantly complied but not before casting one more glance at Holly’s station. When she noticed Claire watching, she quickly plastered on a smile and changed direction, busying herself with offering blankets to the shaken contestants.

The initial interviews proceeded slowly as officers took preliminary statements in different areas of the barn. Claire, Nicole, and Robby had already given their basic accounts when Claire remembered Bear and Lady, who had been kept in a back room during the commotion.

“I should check on the dogs,” Claire told Nicole. “They must be confused and anxious with all this activity.”

Nicole nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll text you if they start our interviews.”

Claire made her way to the storage room where her Corgis had been temporarily housed. The moment she opened the door, both dogs bounded toward her, their stubby legs moving frantically and their eyes wide with excitement.

“Hello, babies,” Claire crooned, kneeling to pet them. “I’m sorry you’ve been cooped up in here.”

As she stroked their soft fur, she noticed both dogs were unusually alert, their ears perked forward and their bodies tense. Bear whined softly, turning toward the door and then back to Claire as if trying to communicate something urgent.

“What is it?” Claire asked, recognizing their behavior from previous investigations. Her Corgis sometimes seemed to share her intuitive abilities, sensing things others missed.

When she stood and moved toward the door, both dogs immediately followed, Bear taking the lead and pulling firmly on his leash. Instead of heading back to the main barn area, the Corgis strained toward the rear exit, clearly intent on going outside.

Claire hesitated, knowing she should return to the waiting area, but the dogs’ behavior was too deliberate to ignore. After a moment, she approached one of the officers.

“Officer, my dogs need a quick break outside. Is that allowed?”

The young officer looked uncertain. “Detective Fuller said everyone should remain in the building for questioning.”

“It will just take a minute,” Claire assured him. “They’ve been cooped up for quite a while.”

The officer wavered, then nodded. “Alright, but stay within sight of the barn, and I’ll need to accompany you.”

“Of course,” Claire agreed, relieved.

Once outside, the Corgis immediately began pulling Claire toward the back of the property where the root cellar was located. The evening had settled over the farm grounds, which were now illuminated only by security lights and the distant glow from police vehicles. Long shadows stretched across the pumpkin fields, and a chill wind rustled through the nearby orchard.

“Your dogs seem to know where they’re going,” the officer commented, following closely.

Claire nodded, trying to appear casual. “They’re probably picking up an animal scent.”

But she knew better. Bear and Lady were leading her directly to a thick clump of bushes about twenty yards from the root cellar entrance. When they reached the spot, Bear began pawing insistently at the ground, whining. Lady stood slightly back, her posture alert as she let out a low, warning growl.

“What have they found?” the officer asked, moving closer with his flashlight raised.

Claire knelt beside Bear, brushing aside fallen leaves to reveal freshly disturbed earth. “Something’s buried here,” she said, her heart beginning to race.

Using a nearby stick to avoid contaminating potential evidence, Claire carefully scraped away the thin layer of soil. The corner of something leather-bound soon became visible.

“Stop,” the officer ordered, suddenly all business. “Don’t touch anything else.” He pulled out his radio. “This is Officer Clark. I need Detective Fuller at the north side of the barn near the root cellar. Possible evidence discovery.”

Within minutes, Ian arrived with another officer. His expression registered surprise when he saw Claire, which was quickly replaced by professional focus when Officer Clark pointed out the partially uncovered object.

“The dogs led us straight to it,” Claire explained. “They were very insistent.”

Ian nodded, directing the second officer to photograph the scene before proceeding. With gloved hands, the officer carefully extracted what turned out to be a leather-bound notebook from its shallow grave.

“There’s a name,” the officer announced, angling the notebook toward the flashlight beam. “Holly Flynn.”

Claire caught a glimpse of the cover before the notebook was placed in an evidence bag—elegant embossing spelled out Holly’s name, and several loose pages with what appeared to be recipe notes protruded from the edges.

“This was deliberately hidden,” Ian observed, surveying the location. “Recently too, judging by the soil disturbance.”

Claire looked toward the nearby root cellar, a chill running down her. “Ian, this is right near the root cellar that’s been triggering my... feelings.”

Ian met her eyes, understanding the importance. He’d worked with Claire long enough to respect her intuitive abilities, even if he couldn’t always acknowledge them officially.

“Officer Clark, expand the search perimeter around this area,” Ian directed, “and get the K-9 unit out here.” He turned back to Claire. “Good work. Or rather, good work, Bear and Lady.”

Both Corgis wagged their tails at the mention of their names.

“You should head back inside now,” Ian told her, his tone gentler but still professional. “We’ll handle this.”

Claire nodded. As she walked back toward the barn with the Corgis, she glanced over her shoulder at the scene—flashlights bobbing in the darkness, officers calling to each other as the search expanded, and the evidence bag containing Holly’s notebook being carefully transported to a police vehicle.

Inside the barn, news of the discovery spread quickly despite officers’ attempts to maintain information control. Claire watched the reactions carefully as she rejoined Nicole and Robby.

Thomas Woodman’s bushy eyebrows rose in genuine surprise when he overheard two officers discussing the notebook. His hands, which had been fidgeting restlessly, suddenly stilled.

Ivy Billings, normally so composed, visibly flinched at the mention of Holly’s notebook. For a brief moment, her careful facade cracked, revealing raw fear before she regained control, her spine straightening and her expression smoothing.

Bree Leeds looked confused at first, then increasingly anxious, her round face paling as she twisted her hands in her lap. Whatever significance the notebook held, it clearly meant something to her, though perhaps not what she had expected.

Jack Holden’s expression barely changed at all—a slight narrowing of his eyes, the only indication he’d even heard the news. His lack of reaction struck Claire as more telling than the others’ more visible responses.

Most interesting of all were the Wilbys. When word of the discovered notebook reached them, Patty and Glenn exchanged a glance—a look loaded with meaning that passed between them in an instant. Both their expressions immediately went stone-faced, but Claire had caught that momentary connection.

“What do you think it means?” Nicole whispered, leaning close to Claire. “Holly’s recipe book buried near the root cellar?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Claire admitted, “but it can’t be coincidence. Someone wanted to hide it—and they chose that specific location.”

Robby frowned thoughtfully. “Do you think it contains the recipe she used today? The one that might have... you know.”

“Possibly,” Claire murmured, “but why would someone bury it instead of destroying it completely?”

As dusk deepened into night, the cheerful autumn festival setting changed into sadness and fear. The strings of decorative lights that had seemed so festive earlier now sent strange, shifting shadows across the barn walls. The scent of pumpkin and spice had been overtaken by the clinical smell of the crime scene investigation. Outside, the silhouettes of police officers moved like ghosts among the pumpkin patches and apple trees.

Claire stood at the barn window, watching as more forensic technicians arrived. The quaint historical property with its picturesque charm had become the center of a murder investigation. Somewhere on these grounds, maybe among the people still waiting to be interviewed, was a killer—someone who had executed a calculated, cold-blooded murder right before their eyes.

For a moment, Claire’s reflection appeared in the window glass, superimposed over the scene outside. Behind her, she could see the suspects—each with potential motives and each harboring secrets. As Bear and Lady settled at her feet, Claire felt the tingling sensation rush over her skin that told her this case had only just begun to unravel.
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Claire bolted upright in bed, her heart pounding and her t-shirt damp with sweat. The fading images from her dream lingered—a colonial woman with dirt-stained hands grinding herbs in a stone mortar, whispering words Claire couldn’t quite hear. Beside her, Bear and Lady stirred, sensing her distress. The bedside clock glowed 4:00 AM, its red numbers the only light in the pre-dawn darkness.

“It’s okay, babies,” Claire murmured, reaching out to stroke the dogs’ soft fur. “Just another dream.”

But it wasn’t just another dream. Since Holly Flynn’s shocking death yesterday, Claire’s mind had been bombarded with pieces of visions—colonial women working with herbs, secret preparations, and fearful glances over shoulders. The same odd smell, almost like burnt metal, that had preceded Holly’s collapse had woven itself through Claire’s fitful sleep.

She switched on the lamp and padded to the bathroom, wincing at her reflection. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her usually bouncy curls hung limp around her pale face. The official police investigation was in full swing—Ian had texted late last night that they were still processing evidence and interviewing witnesses—but Claire knew she needed to follow her own line of investigation. Her intuition and premonitions rarely led her astray.

After a quick shower and a strong cup of coffee, Claire felt a little more human. She curled up on her sofa, phone in hand, and called Nicole.

“You’re up early,” Nicole answered, sounding surprisingly alert. “Couldn’t sleep either?”

“Not really,” Claire admitted. “I keep seeing these colonial women working with herbs. I think we need to dig deeper into the historical angle of this case.”

“Agreed. What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to visit Augustus at Tony’s this morning. If anyone knows about colonial medicinal herbs, it’s him. He’s an expert on all things colonial. Can you look into Holly’s professional background? Look into her connection to Autumn Harvest Foods.”

“On it,” Nicole said. “I’ll head to the library later today. The business section has archives of industry publications that might help.”

After hanging up, Claire called Robby, who answered with a groggy, “Hello?”

“Sorry to wake you,” Claire said, smiling despite herself. Robby had never been a morning person.

“S’okay,” he mumbled. “Wasn’t really sleeping anyway. Too many mental replays of yesterday.”

“I know what you mean. Listen, Nicole and I are following up on some leads. Could you talk to Bree Leeds? She seemed the most approachable of the contestants, and I think she might know more than she’s letting on.”

Robby perked up. “I can do that. She left her number with me yesterday—said she might need a friendly ear after everything that happened.”

“Great. We’ll chat later today to share what we find out after we close the shop.”

After feeding Bear and Lady, Claire headed to Tony’s Market. The familiar neighborhood place had been a cornerstone of Adamsburg Square for over fifty years. Despite the changing city around it, Tony’s remained a place where locals gathered for fresh coffee, fresh food, and the daily news.

The bell above the door jangled cheerfully as Claire entered. The market smelled of freshly ground coffee, sliced deli meats, and today’s minestrone simmering behind the counter. Worn wooden floors creaked beneath her feet, and the morning sun streamed through the front windows.

Tony Martinelli looked up from where he was arranging a display of fresh pastries, his face breaking into a warm smile. In his mid-seventies, he maintained the sturdy build and energetic presence of a much younger man, though his once-black hair had long since turned silver.

“Blondie!” he called out, wiping his hands on his apron. His dark eyes studied her face. “You look tired. Trouble sleeping?”

“It’s been a rough couple of days,” Claire admitted.

Tony nodded sympathetically. “I saw the papers this morning. Terrible business at that farm. A young woman dying like that.” He lowered his voice, leaning across the counter. “They’re saying it might not have been an accident.”

“It’s an ongoing investigation,” Claire said carefully.

Tony’s eyes narrowed. “You were one of the judges. You’re mixed up in it somehow, aren’t you? I can always tell when you’re working on one of your cases.” He shook his head, his expression a mixture of pride and concern. “Just be careful, okay? I don’t like the sound of this one.”

“I will,” Claire assured him. “Is Augustus here?”

Tony gestured toward the back of the store. “His usual spot. Second cup of coffee, halfway through the Globe. Some things never change, thank heavens.”

Claire made her way through the market, nodding to a few regular customers who recognized her from previous visits. In the far corner, exactly where Tony had indicated, sat Augustus Gunther.

Despite being in his early nineties, Augustus maintained an impeccable appearance. His silver-gray hair was neatly combed, and he wore a pressed shirt, tie, and cardigan despite the informal setting. A former lawyer and state supreme court judge, he carried himself with quiet dignity.

“Claire,” he greeted her, folding his newspaper precisely and setting it aside. His light blue eyes, still sharp and perceptive, studied her face. “You look troubled, and if I’m not mistaken, you’re investigating something.”

Claire smiled despite herself. Augustus had always been able to read her like one of his law books. “May I join you?”

“Always.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “Coffee? Tony’s brew is particularly good this morning.”

“I’ve already had two cups, but why not? It’s going to be that kind of day.” She went to the counter where coffee and muffins had been set out and poured herself a cup.

“Now,” Augustus said, looking at Claire, “you’re earlier than usual. I suspect it has something to do with the unfortunate incident at Cider Mill Farm yesterday.”

Claire nodded, sipping from her steaming mug. She leaned forward. “Augustus, what do you know about colonial medicinal herbs?”

His eyebrows rose slightly. “An interesting question. I assume this relates to the death at the farm?”

“I can’t discuss details of an active investigation, but yes, I’m trying to understand some historical context.”

Augustus nodded, accepting her discretion. “Colonial herb gardens were fascinating examples of practical knowledge passed through generations. Most farms maintained extensive collections of plants for multiple purposes—medicinal treatments, culinary uses, and household needs like dyes and insect repellents.”

“Did farms in this area have any particular specialties?” Claire asked.

“Indeed, they did. The Lexington area was known for several prominent herbalist families. The women of these households developed considerable expertise, often serving as the primary medical practitioners for their communities.” Augustus took a sip of his coffee. “The Wilby farm, if I recall correctly, was particularly renowned in this regard.”

Claire tried to hide her excitement at this confirmation. “What sorts of treatments did these herbalists provide?”

“Everything from fever reducers to pain relievers, poultices for wounds, and tonics for various ailments. During the Revolutionary War, their skills became especially valuable as conventional medical supplies grew scarce.” Augustus’s expression grew more serious. “But there was another, less discussed aspect to these gardens.”

Claire leaned closer. “What do you mean?”

“War creates desperate circumstances, Claire. Some farms secretly cultivated plants that could be weaponized—creating primitive poisons or incapacitating agents. These ‘patriot gardens,’ as some called them, were carefully hidden from British forces.” Augustus’s voice dropped lower. “Knowledge of which plants could harm was as carefully guarded as knowledge of which could heal.”

A chill ran down Claire’s spine. “Would this information have been documented somewhere?”

“Herbalists typically kept detailed journals recording their recipes and observations, passing them down through generations of women.” Augustus’s fingers tapped thoughtfully on the table. “However, the more dangerous recipes were often coded or obscured to prevent misuse. Only those properly trained would understand the cryptic references or deliberate omissions in the written records.”

The information swirled through Claire’s mind. If Holly had somehow discovered one of these dangerous recipes and attempted to use it in her baking without fully understanding it...

“What about root cellars?” Claire asked. “Did they have any special significance beyond food storage?”

Augustus’s eyes sharpened with interest. “Perceptive question. Root cellars maintained constant cool temperatures, making them ideal for storing both food and certain herbal preparations. During the Revolution, they occasionally served other purposes as hidden workspaces for sensitive activities, from crafting communications to preparing medicines that required specific conditions.” He studied her face. “Why do you ask about root cellars specifically?”

Claire hesitated, unsure how much to reveal. “The Wilby farm has an old root cellar that dates back to colonial times. It seems important somehow.”

Augustus’s expression grew more serious. “Claire, be extremely cautious around historical spaces with connections to wartime activities. Our founding fathers and mothers were ingenious, resourceful people fighting for survival. Some of their methods were necessarily... extreme.”

Augustus went on. “The Wilbys have owned that property since before the Revolution. From what I’ve read, they were heavily involved in the patriot cause. Their farm served as both a productive agricultural center and a safe haven for revolutionary activities.”

“And the women were herbalists,” Claire prompted.

“Not just herbalists—they were among the most knowledgeable in the region. Their remedies were sought after for miles around.” Augustus’s eyes twinkled with academic enthusiasm. “In fact, I have something you might find interesting. After you called me last evening, I thought you might like to see this book.”

He reached down beside his chair and pulled up a worn leather satchel, from which he removed an old book bound in faded green cloth. “This is from my personal collection—a historical account of New England herbalism published in 1892. It includes a chapter on prominent herbalist families, including the Wilbys.”

Claire accepted the book carefully, noting its fragile spine and yellowed pages. “Augustus, this is incredible.”

“Knowledge should be shared with those who respect its power,” he replied. “While not as detailed as a family grimoire would be, it provides valuable context. Pay particular attention to the section on ‘protective preparations.’ The language is deliberately vague, but reading between the lines reveals much about how certain herbs were used for defense.”

Claire gently paged through the book, stopping at an illustration of a root cellar with herb-drying racks mounted on the walls. “This is fascinating.”

“Keep it as long as you need,” Augustus said. “Just promise me you’ll be careful, Claire. History holds many dark secrets, and some are best left undisturbed.”

[image: ]



After getting the employees settled at the chocolate shop, Nicole scooted out for a couple of hours. She settled at a table in the Boston Public Library’s business section, surrounded by stacks of industry publications and her laptop. The grand reading room, with its arched ceiling and ornate chandeliers, contrasted with the modern glow of her computer screen as she searched digital archives.

After over an hour of research, she sat back, rubbing her tired eyes. The picture emerging from Holly Flynn’s business dealings was fascinating—and potentially damning for several people involved in the competition.

According to multiple sources, Holly had been quietly negotiating a major partnership with Autumn Harvest Foods, the very company sponsoring the baking competition. The deal, nearly finalized, would have given Holly a line of signature baking mixes and ingredients under the Autumn Harvest brand. Financial publications estimated the potential value at several million dollars.

“Well, well,” Nicole murmured to herself. “Quite the coincidence that Holly was competing in a contest sponsored by her future business partner.”

She jotted down the names of Autumn Harvest executives mentioned in the articles, noting that Jack Holden appeared frequently as the company’s representative in the negotiations. No wonder he’d seemed so smug during the competition—he wasn’t just a sponsor and contestant; he had a vested business interest in Holly’s success.

Nicole quickly texted Claire:

Major discovery. Holly was about to announce partnership with Autumn Harvest Foods. Deal worth millions. Jack Holden directly involved. I’ll see you at the shop later.
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Across town, Robby sat across from Bree Leeds in a quiet corner of a cozy coffee shop. The nervous young baker looked even more fragile today, her round face pale and her eyes red-rimmed from crying. She clutched her mug of hot chocolate like a lifeline.

“Thanks for meeting me,” Robby said gently. “How are you holding up?”

Bree shrugged, staring into her drink. “I keep seeing it happen, over and over. One minute Holly was talking, and the next...” She shuddered. “I never liked her much, but I never wanted something like that to happen to her.”

“No one did,” Robby assured her. “That’s why we’re trying to understand what happened. You mentioned yesterday that your grandmother’s recipe had been in your family for generations. Did you know any of the other contestants before the competition?”

Bree hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Not personally, but my grandmother’s pie shop was near Thomas Woodman’s bakery. I used to help her there as a kid.”

“Thomas seems like an old-school baker,” Robby commented casually. “Was he always so intense about traditional methods?”

Bree’s expression shifted to one of sympathy. “He has reason to be bitter. Did you know he was Holly’s first mentor when she was just starting out?”

Robby’s eyebrows shot up in genuine surprise. “Really? They seemed like they could barely stand each other.”

“That’s because she betrayed him,” Bree said, leaning forward. “My grandmother told me the whole story. They worked together on a cookbook of traditional recipes—Thomas sharing family secrets that had been passed down for generations. But just before publication, Holly convinced the publisher to remove Thomas’s name. She claimed his ‘old-fashioned approach’ would limit sales.”

“That’s awful,” Robby said, understanding dawning. “No wonder he looked at her with such hatred.”

Bree nodded. “The betrayal crushed him. Thomas retreated to his small bakery while Holly’s career took off. He never published another recipe. Grandmother said he would sometimes rant about it on particularly bad days, saying Holly had ‘stolen his legacy.’”
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Late that afternoon, Claire sat at the chocolate shop’s counter with Augustus’s book open in front of her. Nicole and Robby had just finished sharing their discoveries.

“So, Holly was about to announce a major deal with Autumn Harvest Foods,” Claire summarized, “and Jack Holden was directly involved in the negotiations. Meanwhile, Thomas Woodman had a longstanding grudge because Holly stole his recipes and cut him out of a cookbook deal a few years ago.”

“Both are strong motives,” Nicole agreed. “Jack could have wanted to eliminate Holly to avoid paying millions for the partnership while still acquiring her recipes. And Thomas might have seen this competition as his chance for revenge.”

“Don’t forget Ivy,” Robby added. “Holly clearly had some kind of hold over her former assistant, and we still don’t know what ‘the book’ is that Holly mentioned to Ivy.”

Claire turned a page in Augustus’s book, revealing a detailed drawing of the Wilby family’s original farmhouse. “What I learned from Augustus adds another layer to all this. The Wilby farm was known for its medicinal herbs during the Revolution, but some of those herbs had darker uses. And root cellars weren’t just for storage—they were sometimes used for preparing sensitive remedies... and poisons.”

“You think Holly might have accidentally poisoned herself with some historical recipe she didn’t fully understand?” Nicole asked.

“Or someone deliberately poisoned her using knowledge passed down through generations,” Claire countered. “Either way, I’m convinced the answer lies in that root cellar. We need to get back to the farm.”

“The police probably still have it cordoned off,” Robby pointed out.

“Then we’ll need to find another way in,” Claire said, her determination growing. “Holly’s final words were ‘The recipe wasn’t mine.’ I think she stole more than just Thomas’s cookbook ideas. I think she somehow got hold of one of the Wilby family’s ancient recipes—possibly one of the dangerous ones Augustus mentioned.”

As Claire closed the book, the burnt metal smell suddenly returned, so strong it made her gasp. Bear and Lady both sat up, their ears perked forward and their bodies tense.

“Claire? What is it?” Nicole’s voice was full of concern.

“I smell that odor again. It’s very strong,” Claire explained as the smell intensified. “I’m more certain than ever that we need to get into that root cellar. Whatever secrets it holds, they’re connected to Holly’s death. We need to get in there.”
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A gentle tapping on her bedroom door pulled Claire from the depths of dreamless sleep. She blinked groggily at the clock on her nightstand—5:45 AM. Weak pre-dawn light filtered through the curtains as the tapping came again, followed by Ian’s voice.

“Claire? You awake yet?”

She sat up, rubbing her eyes. Bear and Lady, curled at the foot of her bed, perked up their ears but made no move to abandon their comfortable spots.

“I’m awake,” she called, her voice still thick with sleep.

When Claire opened the door, Ian stood in the hallway dressed in running clothes—navy shorts, a light gray shirt, and his favorite running shoes. His dark hair was slightly mussed, and his eyes crinkled with a warm smile that made her heart skip despite her exhaustion.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” he said. “I used my key to let myself in. Ready for our run?”

Claire stared at him blankly. “Our run?”

“Don’t tell me you forgot. We’ve been planning this day off for weeks.” Ian’s expression turned sympathetic as he noted the dark circles under her eyes. “I know the case has us running around, but that’s exactly why we should stick to our plans. You need some distance to process everything.”

The events of the past few days came flooding back—Holly Flynn’s shocking death, the mysterious root cellar, and the historical herbalism connection. Claire had indeed forgotten their planned day together, lost in the whirlwind of the investigation.

“Ian, I don’t know if I can just take a day off with everything that’s happening,” she said, leaning against the doorframe.

“That’s exactly why you should. You’re not scheduled to be at the shop today.” He reached out to tuck a wayward curl behind her ear. “Your intuition works best when you’re not forcing it. Give your mind some space. The case will still be there tomorrow.”

Claire considered his words. The thought of a day without murder, suspects, and mysterious herbs held a lot of appeal. And Ian was right—sometimes stepping back gave her the perspective she needed.

“Okay,” she conceded with a small smile. “Give me fifteen minutes to get ready.”

Half an hour later, after changing into running gear and taking Bear and Lady for a quick morning walk around the block, Claire and Ian set out toward Boston Common. The crisp autumn air filled her lungs, invigorating her. The city was just beginning to wake—delivery trucks making early morning rounds, café workers setting up outdoor seating, and occasional fellow joggers nodding as they passed.

Golden leaves crunched beneath their running shoes, creating a satisfying rhythm that matched their steady pace. The trees along the Common blazed with fall colors—brilliant reds, burnt oranges, and sunny yellows against the backdrop of historic buildings and the slowly brightening sky.

“You’re quieter than usual,” Ian commented after they’d completed their first loop around the park. “Still thinking about the case?”

Claire shook her head, her ponytail swishing with the movement. “Actually, I was just noticing how beautiful everything is. The maple near the pond is absolutely stunning this year.”

Ian smiled, clearly pleased by her shift in focus. “Best time of year in Boston, if you ask me. Not too hot, not too cold—just right.”

As they continued their run, Claire felt the familiar burn in her muscles, the steady pump of her heart, and the gradual loosening of the knots that had formed between her shoulder blades. Their conversation drifted to neighborhood updates, a new restaurant that had opened near the chocolate shop, and Ian’s sister’s upcoming visit.

By the time they completed their usual four-mile route, the sun had fully risen, bathing the Common in golden morning light. Claire’s t-shirt clung to her back with sweat from the healthy exertion, and her mind felt clearer than it had in days.

“Feeling better?” Ian asked as they slowed to a cooling walk.

Claire nodded, genuinely surprised by how much the run had helped. “You were right. I needed this.”

“I’m always right,” Ian teased, earning a playful elbow to the ribs. “Now, how about we head back to your place to shower and change? We’ve got a date with the Charles River.”
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The day had warmed to a perfect Indian summer morning by the time they arrived at the riverside outfitter near Kendall Square. Brilliant blue skies arched overhead, and the Charles River gleamed in the sunlight, its surface occasionally rippled by the light breeze.

“Tandem kayak for Fuller,” Ian told the young attendant at the rental booth.

“Sure thing,” the freckle-faced college student replied, handing over a clipboard with a liability waiver. “The river’s pretty quiet today—great conditions.”

After signing the forms and receiving a brief safety reminder, they were directed to a red tandem kayak waiting at the dock. Ian helped Claire into the front seat before settling into the rear position that would handle most of the steering.

“Ready?” he asked, passing her a paddle.

“Ready,” Claire confirmed, adjusting her life vest.

With a gentle push, they glided away from the dock and into the current. The water sparkled around them as they got into a comfortable rhythm with their paddles. On either side of the river, trees blazed with autumn colors, their fiery reflections dancing on the water’s surface.

“Look!” Claire pointed toward a secluded bend where a great blue heron stood motionless in the shallows, its graceful silhouette perfectly still as it watched for fish.

“Beautiful,” Ian murmured, though when Claire glanced back, she found him looking at her instead of the bird.

They paddled at a leisurely pace, pointing out landmarks along the shoreline—the distinctive domes and spires of Harvard’s campus, the elegant boathouses with their weathered wooden docks, and the modern glass buildings that reflected the sky and water. Occasionally they passed other kayakers or rowing teams practicing their synchronized strokes, but mostly they had this stretch of river to themselves.

The physical activity of paddling, combined with the tranquil beauty surrounding them, worked a kind of magic on Claire’s spirit. For the first time since Holly’s shocking death, she felt present in the moment, not caught in the web of clues and suspicions that had taken over her thoughts.

After about an hour, they navigated toward a quiet cove sheltered by overhanging trees. Ian steered them skillfully to a small, natural beach where they could rest.

“Want to take a break?” he asked as they glided toward shore.

“Definitely,” Claire agreed, feeling the pleasant ache in her shoulders from the paddling.

They secured the kayak and settled on a fallen log that provided a perfect view of the river. A pair of mallards paddled by, the male’s iridescent green head gleaming in the sunlight. In the distance, the Boston skyline rose against the clear blue sky, a reminder of the city that somehow felt miles away in this peaceful spot.

Ian draped his arm around Claire’s shoulders, and she leaned into his solid warmth. The comfortable silence between them spoke of a connection that didn’t always need words.

“You know,” Ian said finally, his voice thoughtful, “sometimes I worry about you, Claire.”

She turned to look at him, surprised by the sudden seriousness in his tone. “Worry? Why?”

Ian’s eyes, warm brown and earnest, held hers. “Because you throw yourself into these cases with your whole heart. You see things others miss and feel things others can’t understand. It’s amazing, but it also scares me sometimes.”

“Ian—”

He held up a hand. “Let me finish. I’m not asking you to stop. I would never do that. It’s part of who you are, this intuition, this drive to find the truth. And I admire you for it, I really do.” He took a deep breath. “I just want you to know that when you’re diving into these dangerous waters, I’m right here on the shore, ready to pull you back if you go too deep.”

Claire felt a lump form in her throat. “That means more to me than you know.”

“It’s a balancing act, isn’t it?” Ian continued, his thumb tracing small circles on her shoulder. “Me respecting your abilities and independence, you understanding my instinct to protect. But I think we’re getting pretty good at it.”

“We are,” Claire agreed, resting her head against his shoulder. “And for what it’s worth, having you as my anchor makes it easier to follow these intuitive pulls. I know I have somewhere safe to return to.”

Ian pressed a kiss to the top of her head, his lips warm against her hair. “Always.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes more, watching the river flow past, each lost in their own thoughts yet completely connected.

“We should probably head back,” Ian said eventually. “I’m getting hungry, and there’s a little café near the boathouse I’ve been wanting to try.”

Claire nodded, reluctantly leaving the peaceful moment behind but looking forward to what the rest of their day would bring.
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The riverside café turned out to be a charming spot with a terrace overlooking the water. Cheerful red umbrellas shaded the tables, and window boxes overflowed with late-season flowers—deep purple asters and bright orange mums. A light breeze carried the tantalizing aroma of fresh bread and grilled sandwiches.

After ordering—a turkey club for Ian and a harvest salad with apples and cranberries for Claire—they settled at a corner table with the best view of the river.

“So,” Claire said, taking a sip of her iced tea, “are you allowed to tell me anything about the case, or is everything still under wraps?”

Ian considered her question, absently turning his water glass. “Most details are still confidential, but I can tell you the autopsy results confirmed your theory about unusual plant compounds in Holly’s system. The lab is still working to identify exactly what they are.”

Claire felt a small thrill despite the grim subject. “It wasn’t natural causes.”

“Definitely not,” Ian confirmed, “but that’s all I can share officially.”

“I understand,” Claire said. She traced a pattern in the condensation on her glass, debating whether to mention Augustus’s insights about patriot gardens and weaponized herbs.

Ian seemed to read her thoughts. “Hey,” he said gently, “let’s put the case aside for now. This is our day off, remember?”

Claire smiled, grateful for the reminder. “You’re right. What do you think about a weekend trip to Vermont? The foliage should be spectacular for another week or two.”

Ian’s face brightened. “I’d love that. There’s a little inn near Stowe I’ve heard good things about. Very quiet, with great hiking nearby.”

As they continued their lunch, the conversation flowed easily from travel plans to a book Ian was reading to Claire’s latest experiments with chocolate and seasonal fruits at the shop. By the time they finished their meals, the case had receded to the back of Claire’s mind, replaced by the simple pleasure of connecting with the man across from her.

After showering at Claire’s townhouse and sitting together in her back garden for a while, the evening found them at Bella Notte, the intimate Italian restaurant where they’d had their first official date. Nestled on a narrow side street in the North End, the restaurant’s brick facade was adorned with window boxes of trailing ivy and the soft glow of string lights.

The moment they stepped inside, the owner Marco spotted them and hurried over, his round face breaking into a broad smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

“Claire! Ian! Wonderful to see you both again,” he exclaimed, enveloping each of them in a warm hug that smelled of garlic and basil. In his sixties, Marco was trim and fit, with his salt-and-pepper hair the only real indication of his age.

“Your table is ready, of course,” he continued, leading them through the restaurant, with its red-checked tablecloths and softly flickering candles. “The best spot in the house for my favorite customers.”

Their “special table” was a cozy corner booth, partially screened by a trellis covered in artificial grape vines and white twinkle lights. It offered both privacy and a view of the restaurant’s lively main area. A single red rose in a slender vase awaited them, along with a bottle of Chianti that Marco insisted was “on the house.”

“You two enjoy,” he said with a wink before bustling away to greet another group of guests.

Ian poured the wine as Claire settled into the familiar comfort of their special spot. The candlelight cast a warm glow across the table, softening the edges of the day and creating an intimate bubble around them.

“Hard to believe it’s been a few years since our first date here,” Ian remarked, raising his glass in a toast.

Claire touched her glass to his, the crystal making a delicate chiming sound. “You were so nervous you knocked over the water glass.”

“And you were so kind about it that I fell even harder for you,” Ian replied with a grin. “Though Marco bringing over a child’s sippy cup for my replacement water didn’t help my dignity much.”

Claire laughed at the memory. “He didn’t, but you probably needed one.”

Ian agreed good-naturedly. “Last time I came in to pick up takeout, he handed me a bib along with the food.”

Their appetizers arrived—tender calamari for Ian and a caprese salad for Claire—followed by steaming plates of homemade pasta. The rich aromas of garlic, tomato, and herbs filled the air around them, and the first bites confirmed that Marco’s culinary skills remained as exceptional as ever.

As they enjoyed their meal, the conversation drifted to stories from before they met. Ian described his early days as a rookie police officer, including an embarrassing incident involving a stolen bicycle and an unexpected encounter with a skunk.

“The smell wouldn’t come out of the patrol car for weeks,” he recalled, eyes twinkling with the memory. “My partner threatened to make me walk the beat alone if I ever approached another suspicious skunk.”

Claire shared anecdotes from her law school days and her work at Rollins International, before she’d changed directions to partner at Chocolate Dreams with Nicole.

“The professor was so intimidating,” she explained, describing her constitutional law instructor. “He used the Socratic method and would randomly call on students with impossible questions. The day he called on me, I was so nervous I addressed him as ‘Your Honor’ instead of ‘Professor.’”

“What did he do?” Ian asked, twirling pasta around his fork.

“He actually liked it,” Claire said with a laugh. “Started insisting all the students call him that for the rest of the semester.”

The evening flowed on, a perfect blend of delicious food, rich wine, and deeper connection. By the time they finished sharing a slice of tiramisu, Claire felt as though she’d rediscovered parts of Ian she’d somehow forgotten in the rush of daily life and murder investigations.

Marco insisted on one final toast with small glasses of house-made limoncello before they left, raising his own glass to “love that grows stronger with each passing day.”

The night air was cool and crisp as they stepped outside, the streets of the North End still lively with diners and locals enjoying the perfect autumn evening. Moonlight silvered the cobblestones, and the distant sound of a street musician’s accordion added a romantic soundtrack to their walk.

Ian took Claire’s hand, his fingers warm and solid as they intertwined with hers. They strolled quietly for a while, occasionally stopping to window-shop or admire a particularly pretty doorway or flower box.

“Thank you for today,” Claire said as they approached her townhouse. “You were right—we needed this day together.”

Ian squeezed her hand gently. “Sometimes the best detective work happens when you’re not actively pursuing it. Your mind needs space to make connections.”

At her doorstep, Ian drew her into his arms. The familiar scent of his cologne mingled with the crisp night air as his lips met hers in a tender kiss. Claire felt the day’s magic crystallize in that moment—the connection between them stronger than ever, a solid foundation amid the chaos of life and murder investigations.

“Goodnight, Claire,” Ian murmured against her hair as they finally separated.

“Goodnight,” she replied, reluctantly stepping toward her door.

As Ian walked away down the sidewalk, Claire watched his retreating figure, with gratitude washing through her for this man who understood her so completely—who respected her independence while offering his love and support, who knew when to push and when to simply be present.

Watching Ian disappear around the corner with a final wave, Claire felt centered and renewed, ready to face whatever came next.
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The Boston police station transformed into a different world after dark. The bustling daytime activity gave way to an almost eerie quiet, broken only by the occasional ringing phone or burst of conversation from the skeleton crew of night shift officers. Most of the fluorescent lights dimmed to save energy, sending long shadows down the empty corridors and across vacant desks.

Claire, Nicole, and Robby followed Ian through the maze of hallways, their footsteps echoing on the linoleum floors. It was after ten at night. Few civilians ever saw the station at this hour, which was precisely why Ian had arranged for them to come so late.

“Almost there,” Ian said, glancing over his shoulder. His face looked tired in the harsh institutional lighting, but his eyes remained alert. He’d changed from his usual suit into jeans and a navy sweater—off-duty clothes that somehow made this unusual visit seem even more irregular.

Claire could sense the nervousness beneath his professional demeanor. What he was doing—allowing civilians to examine evidence in an active murder investigation—bent department protocols to their breaking point. Even with his careful documentation and supervision, he was risking a lot to help them, but they were helping him too.

“We really appreciate this, Ian,” Claire said softly. “I know it’s not exactly by the book.”

Ian’s mouth quirked in a half-smile. “Not exactly by the book is putting it mildly. Just remember our agreement—you look, you document, but everything stays here. And if anyone asks, this is a formal consultation for your expertise in historical cooking techniques.”

“Understood,” Nicole assured him.

“Absolutely,” Robby added. “We’ll be model citizens.”

Ian led them to a small conference room at the end of a quiet hallway. He swiped his keycard, and the electronic lock clicked open. Inside, the standard meeting space had been changed into a temporary evidence examination area. The table held a sealed evidence bag containing Holly Flynn’s notebook, along with an evidence log, a camera, and several pairs of latex gloves.

“Welcome to our very unofficial official review,” Ian said, closing the door behind them. “Here are the ground rules. First, latex gloves on at all times when handling the notebook. Second, no removing pages or taking anything from this room. Third, document everything you observe in the evidence log. And fourth, I need to be present the entire time.”

Claire nodded, taking in the seriousness of his tone. Despite their personal relationship, Ian was first and foremost a detective with responsibilities to uphold.

“We’ll follow every rule to the letter,” she promised.

“Great.” Ian’s shoulders relaxed slightly. “The forensics team has already processed the notebook for prints and trace evidence, so you’re clear to examine it thoroughly. Just be gentle with the pages—some of them are water-damaged from being buried.”

They each pulled on latex gloves with careful snaps against their wrists. Ian unsealed the evidence bag and gently removed the leather-bound journal, placing it on a clean white cloth in the center of the table.

“It’s all yours,” he said, stepping back slightly. “I’ll observe and take notes.”

Claire opened the cover carefully. The first page bore Holly Flynn’s name in elegant, flowing script, along with the date she’d started the journal—just eight months earlier. What struck Claire immediately was the careful organization. Holly had created a color-coded tab system, with the notebook divided into clearly marked sections: “Recipe Development,” “Competition Research,” “Business Strategy,” and “Historical Projects.”

“She was certainly organized,” Claire remarked, turning to the first tabbed section.

Nicole leaned closer. “Look at these recipes. I recognize some of these from her social media posts.”

The recipes were beautifully documented, with measurements, detailed instructions, and notes about ideal photography angles for each finished dish. But as they continued turning pages, something disturbing emerged in the margins.

“Source: Woodman family cookbook, page 37,” Nicole read aloud from a notation beside a cinnamon apple cake recipe. “Adapted from Billings bakery signature item,” appeared next to a chocolate torte that Holly had claimed as her own creation on her channel.

“She was stealing recipes,” Robby said, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

Nicole turned another page and gasped softly. “Guys, look at this.” She pointed to a page titled “Managing Creative Sources,” which outlined strategies for finding, adapting, and claiming others’ recipes. The entry included tips like “Change at least 3 ingredients to claim as original” and “Target small bakeries without media presence.”

“No wonder Thomas Woodman was so angry at her,” Claire said. “She literally stole his family recipes and claimed them as her own.”

Ian, who had been silently observing, moved closer. “Although someone can’t technically copyright ingredients in a recipe, the presentation of the recipe can be. That establishes motive for Woodman, though theft of recipes isn’t exactly on par with murder.”

“But it could push someone to the breaking point,” Robby suggested, “especially if baking is their family legacy.”

Claire continued turning pages, reaching the “Competition Research” section. Holly had compiled detailed profiles on each contestant, including their backgrounds, known recipes, and personal weaknesses. Next to Thomas Woodman’s name, she’d written “Easily provoked about tradition—use that to throw him off his game.” Beside Ivy Billings: “My former assistant—knows too much, watch her closely.”

“She was planning psychological warfare,” Nicole observed. “Not just competing, but actively trying to sabotage the others.”

“The Holly Flynn on these pages is nothing like the bubbly personality she showed to the world,” Claire said. “She was calculating, ambitious, and completely ruthless.”

They moved to the “Historical Projects” section, which at first seemed to contain general research about colonial cooking methods, but as they progressed, one phrase began appearing with increasing frequency: “Patience’s Preserve.”

“What’s Patience’s Preserve?” Robby asked, pointing to a heavily annotated page.

“I’m not sure,” Claire replied, studying Holly’s notes, “but she was clearly obsessed with it. Look how many references there are to Cider Mill Farm.”

Holly had filled several pages with notes about this mysterious preserve, including phrases like “medicinal qualities confirmed in historical records” and “potential for commercial adaptation after testing.” One entry read: “Located original recipe fragments in Wilby family archives—need access to complete version.”

Claire turned the page and found a roughly sketched reproduction of what appeared to be an ancient recipe card. The ingredients list was partial, including unfamiliar herb names and cryptic measurements. As her fingers brushed against the drawing, a strange tingling sensation shot up her arm.

The conference room suddenly vanished from Claire’s perception. Instead, she stood in a cool earthen cellar, lit only by a single lantern. The smell of damp soil mingled with the sharp scent of herbs. Before her, a woman in colonial dress worked at a rough wooden table, carefully measuring dried plants into a mortar.

The woman—somehow Claire knew her name was Patience—muttered to herself as she worked, her voice low and urgent. “Three leaves only, never four. Too much brings death, too little brings nothing.” She carefully measured tiny amounts of a reddish herb that Claire didn’t recognize.

Patience looked up suddenly, as if sensing Claire’s presence. Her eyes, a startling clear blue, seemed to stare directly at Claire across the centuries. “The balance must be perfect,” she whispered. “Some heal, some harm. Remember this.”

“Claire? Claire!”

Nicole’s worried voice pulled Claire back to the present. She blinked rapidly, finding three concerned faces staring at her. Her heart pounded hard, and she realized she was gripping the edge of the table so tightly her knuckles had turned white, even beneath the latex gloves.

“I’m okay,” she managed, her voice shaky. “I just had a vision. A strong one.”

Ian pulled his chair closer, notebook in hand. “What did you see?” Despite his official skepticism about Claire’s abilities, years of working with her had taught him to take her insights seriously.

Claire described the root cellar, Patience measuring herbs, and the warning about precise measurements. “It was so vivid,” she concluded. “I could smell the herbs. I could feel the cool air from the earthen walls. And when Patience looked at me, it felt like she was trying to warn me about something.”

Ian wrote quickly, his pen scratching across the paper. “And you’re certain the name was Patience? Could she be an ancestor of the current farm owners?”

“I don’t know,” Claire admitted, “but there’s definitely a connection between this ‘Patience’s Preserve’ recipe and what happened to Holly.”

“Maybe someone else knew the recipe and used it against her,” Nicole suggested. “Maybe Holly’s research into this preserve threatened to expose a family secret.”

They returned to examining the notebook. In the final pages, Robby discovered a small, hand-drawn map tucked inside. It showed the layout of Cider Mill Farm, with several locations marked with notations—“H.S.” by a grove of trees near the northern boundary, “P.S.” beside the root cellar, and “W.S.” next to a small building that Claire recognized as the stone outbuilding Patty had been reluctant to discuss.

“These must be locations related to Holly’s research,” Claire said, studying the map. “The root cellar is the same place where I had my first vision at the farm.”

“And this building?” Ian asked, pointing to the stone structure.

“It’s an old outbuilding Patty showed us during our tour,” Claire explained. “She said it was where her ancestors prepared their ‘more potent remedies.’ When we approached it, Bear and Lady refused to go near it—just like they did with the root cellar.”

Ian’s expression remained neutral, but Claire could see the wheels turning behind his professional manner. He was connecting the same dots they were.

“Let me understand what you’re suggesting,” he said carefully. “Holly Flynn discovered an old, potentially dangerous recipe from the Wilby family’s past. She was researching it, possibly planning to adapt it for commercial use, and then she ended up dead after consuming her own baked goods.”

“That’s what it looks like,” Claire confirmed. “The question is whether she accidentally poisoned herself by misusing the recipe, or if someone deliberately used her research against her.”

The four of them fell silent as their minds worked over the possibilities. The only sound was the distant ringing of a phone somewhere in the station and the soft hum of the fluorescent lights overhead.

Finally, Claire broke the silence. “I think we need to divide and conquer,” she said decisively. “I’ll focus on the historical angle—researching Patience Wilby and her connection to the farm. Augustus gave me a book on New England herbalism that might help, and I can visit historical archives to learn more.”

Nicole nodded. “I’ll dig deeper into Holly’s business dealings. There might be connections we’re missing, especially with Autumn Harvest Foods and Jack Holden.”

“And I can keep in touch with Bree,” Robby added. “She seems to know a lot about traditional recipes and local history through her grandmother. Plus, she’s the most likely to talk openly with me.”

Ian considered their plan, tapping his pen against his notepad. Claire could see the conflict playing across his features—the detective who should keep civilians away from his case versus the man who trusted Claire’s unique abilities and Nicole and Robby’s analytical skills.

“Alright,” he said finally. “I won’t stop you from looking into these angles, but you need to share anything significant you find with me immediately and under no circumstances are you to confront potential suspects or put yourselves in danger. The official investigation follows proper channels, understood?”

They all agreed to his terms, and Ian began the process of returning the notebook to its evidence bag. Before he sealed it, he allowed Claire one final look. As her gloved fingers touched the leather cover one last time, a whisper seemed to float through her mind—Patience’s voice, clear as if she stood beside her: “Some knowledge must remain buried.”

Claire pulled her hand back quickly, the warning sending a chill down her back.

“What is it?” Ian asked, noticing her reaction.

“Another flash,” Claire said. “Patience warning that ‘some knowledge must remain buried.’”

Ian sealed the evidence bag, his expression thoughtful. “That’s the problem with buried secrets,” he said quietly. “They have a way of surfacing eventually, whether we want them to or not.”

As they prepared to leave the station, Claire felt the direction of their investigation shifting. What had begun as a simple case of competition sabotage was revealing deeper, historical roots—a mystery that might have stretched back centuries to colonial Boston and the secrets of a family farm.

Whatever Patience’s Preserve truly was, and whatever Holly had discovered about it, Claire was certain of one thing: the answers they sought lay buried in the past, waiting to be uncovered. And judging by Patience’s warning, those answers might prove as dangerous now as they were centuries ago.
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Fog swallowed the world outside Claire’s car windows, changing familiar trees and fields into ghostly silhouettes. The autumn evening was gray and misty, perfect weather for what she and Nicole were about to do. In the backseat, Bear and Lady pressed their noses against the glass, their Corgi bodies tense with alertness that had begun the moment Claire mentioned returning to Cider Mill Farm.

“I can barely see the road,” Nicole said, squinting through the windshield as Claire navigated the final turn toward the farm entrance. “It’s like driving through a cloud.”

“Just the right mood for root cellar exploring,” Claire replied, her attempt at lightness not quite hiding the nervous flutter in her stomach.

Getting permission for this visit hadn’t been easy. Ian had reluctantly agreed only after Claire promised to touch nothing without gloves, document everything they found, and leave immediately if anything seemed dangerous. Glenn Wilby had been surprisingly accommodating when Claire called, eager to cooperate with any investigation that might clear his farm’s reputation after Holly’s shocking death.

The cheerful festival atmosphere that had greeted them during previous visits had vanished. As Claire pulled into the nearly empty parking area, Cider Mill Farm looked almost abandoned. The only signs of life were a few visitors walking around, two workers unloading feed from a truck, and the occasional crow calling from the mist-shrouded apple orchard.

“Between the weather and Holly’s death, it feels like we’re in a different world here,” Nicole observed as they exited the car. She zipped her jacket against the chill and helped Claire attach leashes to the excited Corgis.

Claire nodded, scanning the property. “The police have cleared the scene, but Glenn said they’ve kept the farm open to visitors with only limited hours for now.”

They followed the main path toward the back of the property where the root cellar was located. Each step through the fog-dampened grass felt strangely muffled. The competition barn loomed to their left, still wrapped in police tape like an enormous crime scene present. Claire averted her eyes, not wanting to think about Holly’s final moments.

Bear and Lady tugged at their leashes, pulling Claire and Nicole toward the root cellar rather than away from it as they had during their previous visit. The change in their behavior sent a clear signal—something had shifted.

As they approached the earthen mound with its weathered wooden door, Claire’s usual intuitive tingling intensified into apprehension and unease. Her steps slowed, and she found herself reluctant to reach for the heavy iron handle.

“Claire?” Nicole studied her face. “You okay?”

“Just a little nervous,” Claire admitted.

Nicole squeezed her friend’s shoulder reassuringly. “Me too, but we have to remember we’re here to understand the historical connection that might be the key to solving Holly’s murder.”

Claire nodded, straightened her shoulders, and pulled the heavy wooden door open. It swung outward with a protesting creak, revealing a few stone steps descending into darkness. The immediate temperature drop was noticeable, and it was like walking into a refrigerator. Claire switched on her flashlight, the beam cutting through the gloom to illuminate earthen walls, rough wooden shelves built into the sides, and a packed dirt floor at the bottom of the worn steps.

“It’s like stepping back in time,” Nicole whispered, turning on her own flashlight. “This place probably hasn’t changed much since colonial days.”

The burnt metal smell that had accompanied Claire’s previous visions returned stronger than ever, filling her nostrils and settling at the back of her throat. She took a deep breath and descended the steps, the Corgis padding eagerly beside her.

Inside, the root cellar stretched about fifteen feet in each direction. Ancient beams supported the low ceiling, forcing Claire to duck slightly in the center where the height was lowest. Empty wooden shelves lined three walls, their rough surfaces darkened with age. The air felt dense, cool, and damp against Claire’s skin.

Nicole immediately began documenting the space, her camera flashing as she photographed each section. “I’ll take pictures of everything,” she said. “You follow your intuition.”

Claire released the Corgis from their leashes, and both dogs immediately began investigating. Unlike their previous fear, they now displayed strong focus, noses working overtime as they sniffed along the perimeter of the space.

“They’re definitely picking up on something,” Claire noted, watching Bear pause repeatedly near the north wall.

The section that caught Bear’s attention housed storage shelves that looked slightly newer than the rest—perhaps fifty or sixty years old rather than centuries. Lady joined her companion, and both Corgis fixated on the wall behind the shelves.

Claire approached, running her gloved hand along the rough stone wall. Nothing seemed unusual, but Bear began pawing insistently at a specific spot near the bottom corner.

“What is it, boy?” Claire knelt beside the excited Corgi, examining the area more closely.

The stone wall initially appeared solid, but as Claire’s flashlight beam played across the surface, she noticed one stone that sat slightly askew compared to its neighbors. It was small—about eight inches square—and the mortar around its edges looked different from the surrounding joints.

“Nicole, come look at this,” Claire called, excitement rising in her voice. “I think there’s something here.”

Nicole joined her, camera ready. “That stone definitely doesn’t match the pattern. Should we try to move it?”

Claire nodded, pulling a small gardening trowel from her small bag. She carefully worked around the edges of the stone, loosening the crumbling mortar. After several minutes of gentle prying, the stone shifted. She set down the trowel and used her fingers to wiggle the stone free, revealing a small cavity behind it.

“It’s a hiding place,” Claire breathed, aiming her flashlight into the opening, “and there’s something inside.”

Nicole quickly photographed the compartment before Claire reached in with her gloved hand. Her fingers closed around a small bundle wrapped in deteriorating cloth. She withdrew it carefully, afraid it might crumble with age.

“Looks like it’s been here for centuries,” Nicole said, her voice hushed with awe.

Claire gently unwrapped the bundle on the floor of the cellar. Inside lay two items: a small cloth pouch containing what appeared to be dried herbs, and a fragment of yellowed paper with faded brown writing.

“Careful,” Nicole cautioned, handing Claire a pair of tweezers from her own bag. “That paper looks incredibly fragile.”

Using the tweezers, Claire delicately unfolded the paper fragment. The handwriting was elegant but difficult to decipher in the dim light. She read aloud:

“...must keep Patience’s remedy secret from those who lack understanding. The knowledge is both blessing and curse, healing and harm in equal measure. I have hidden the full recipe where only family might find it and pray that wisdom guides its use in generations to come...”

The rest of the letter had been torn away, leaving only a partial signature that appeared to read “Eliza W.”

“Patience’s remedy,” Claire repeated, the name sending a tingle over her skin. “That matches what we found in Holly’s notebook.”

Nicole photographed the letter fragment and herb pouch from multiple angles. “Do you think this Eliza could be related to Patience? Maybe a daughter or granddaughter?”

“Possibly,” Claire said. “The ‘W’ in the signature could stand for Wilby.”

Claire carefully picked up the herb pouch with her gloved hand. The moment her fingers closed around it, a powerful sensation shot up her arm like an electric current. The root cellar dissolved around her, replaced by a sunlit kitchen in a colonial home. Before her stood a woman in her forties, dressed in a simple homespun dress with an apron, her hair tucked neatly beneath a cap. Claire somehow knew this was Patience Wilby.

A younger woman sat at the table, watching intently as Patience measured dried herbs from various containers.

“Pay close attention, Martha,” Patience said, her voice clear despite the centuries between them. “The preservative mixture must be exact. Three leaves of bloodroot, never four. A pinch of yarrow, a sprig of rue, and the special moss that grows only by the north spring.”

Martha nodded solemnly. “And this keeps the fruit from spoiling through winter?”

“Yes, but you must understand its nature.” Patience’s face grew serious. “These herbs alone are beneficial—healing stomach ailments, reducing fevers, and strengthening the blood, but when combined with certain fruits, particularly apples and berries, they create a compound that appears harmless but turns deadly once digested.”

“Why keep such a dangerous recipe?” Martha asked.

Patience carefully sealed her mixture in a small jar. “Because during the war, this knowledge protected our family when British soldiers demanded our food stores. A single preserved fruit, strategically placed, kept us safe from those who would have taken everything.” Her voice lowered. “But such power demands great responsibility. The measurements must be perfect. Too much brings swift death; too little brings nothing but ordinary preserves.”

The vision shifted, showing Patience demonstrating a cooking technique remarkably similar to the one Holly had used for her fatal tart—the specific way of incorporating herbs into the filling and the precise baking temperature indicated by the color of the fire.

“Remember, Martha,” Patience’s voice echoed as the vision began to fade, “this knowledge stays within the family. Some remedies are too dangerous for careless hands.”

Claire gasped as the vision released her, and she nearly dropped the herb pouch. The root cellar materialized around her once more, Nicole’s concerned face peering into hers.

“Another vision?” Nicole asked, steadying Claire by the shoulders.

Claire nodded, still disoriented by the intensity of what she’d seen. “I saw Patience teaching another woman about her special preservative mixture. Nicole, Holly’s tart—it wasn’t just similar to this colonial recipe, it was identical.” Her voice shook with the implication. “The ‘Revolutionary Spiced Pumpkin Tart’ recreated Patience’s deadly remedy.”

“So, Holly poisoned herself?” Nicole’s eyes widened. “She found this recipe through her research but didn’t understand how dangerous it was?”

“Someone might have ensured she used it without knowing how dangerous it was,” Claire said. “Either way, this confirms the connection between Holly’s death and the farm’s history.”

Before they could discuss further, the sound of footsteps outside the cellar door interrupted them. Both women froze, and the Corgis immediately moved protectively in front of Claire. The heavy door swung open wider, and a silhouette appeared at the top of the steps.

“Hello?” called a familiar voice. “Is someone down there?”

Claire relaxed slightly as she recognized Grace Hall, the event coordinator. “It’s just us, Grace. Claire Rollins and Nicole Summers.”

Grace’s figure was backlit by the misty evening light as she stood in the doorway. “Oh. I didn’t realize anyone would be here today.” Her initial surprise quickly shifted to curiosity as she descended the steps. “Glenn mentioned you might be stopping by, but I didn’t expect to find you in the root cellar.”

As Grace reached the bottom of the stairs, her eyes fixed on the open compartment in the wall and the items in Claire’s hands. Rather than showing confusion at the strange discovery, her gaze reflected something closer to recognition.

“What have you found?” she asked, moving closer.

Claire hesitated, unsure how much to reveal. “Some old herbs and a letter fragment. We’re trying to understand more about the farm’s history for our Food and History program.”

Grace nodded, but Claire noticed how her eyes kept returning to the herb pouch. “The Wilby farm has a fascinating herbal history. The women of the family were known throughout the region for their remedies.”

“You seem to know a lot about it,” Nicole observed casually.

“Part of my job as event coordinator is researching the property’s historical aspects,” Grace explained. “It helps create authentic experiences for visitors.”

Claire studied Grace’s face in the dim light. Something about her explanation felt rehearsed, too smooth. “Have you ever heard of someone named Patience Wilby?”

The question caused a nearly imperceptible shift in Grace’s demeanor—a slight stiffening of her shoulders with a momentary pause before her response. “Yes, she’s mentioned in several historical records. One of the earlier Wilby women, known for her herbal knowledge during the Revolutionary period.”

“And her remedies?” Claire pressed. “Do you know anything about those?”

Grace’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Only that they were highly valued. Many colonial households relied on such knowledge for medical treatment when doctors were scarce.” She glanced again at the herbs in Claire’s hand. “May I ask what specifically you’re researching?”

The tension between them grew as Claire chose her words carefully. “We’re interested in how historical recipes might have influenced Holly Flynn’s baking, especially any unique preservative methods from colonial times.”

Grace’s expression flickered with something unreadable before settling back into professional pleasantness. “That’s quite a specific angle. If you’re interested in historical records, we keep copies of some of the farm’s documentation in the office. I’d be happy to show you.”

Claire and Nicole exchanged glances. While they weren’t finished exploring the cellar, the opportunity to see official farm records was too valuable to pass up.

“That would be helpful,” Claire agreed. “Just give us a moment to pack up.”

As Grace turned to climb the steps, Claire quickly slipped the herb pouch and letter fragment into her jacket pocket. Nicole raised an eyebrow but didn’t object. They hastily replaced the stone in the wall, making it appear undisturbed, before calling Bear and Lady to their side.

When they emerged from the root cellar, the fog had begun to lift, though the farm still looked ghostly in the diffuse light. Grace waited for them, her clipboard clutched to her chest as always, but she seemed to give off a nervous energy Claire hadn’t noticed before.

“The office is this way,” Grace said, gesturing toward the main farmhouse.

As they followed her across the damp grounds, Bear and Lady stayed unusually close to Claire’s legs, their bodies alert and watchful. Claire had the feeling that they’d uncovered something far more important than a historical footnote—they’d discovered the deadly secret that had gotten Holly Flynn killed.

And judging by the way Grace kept glancing back at them as they walked through the swirling mist, Claire wondered if they’d just put themselves in the same danger.
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Light streamed through the high windows of the Cider Mill Farm competition barn, creating golden rectangles on the wooden floor. Outside, a perfect autumn day unfolded—crisp air, azure sky, and trees ablaze with red and gold foliage. The picture-perfect postcard setting was the opposite of the tension hovering over the gathered contestants, judges, and staff.

Five days had passed since Holly Flynn’s shocking death. After intense deliberation, the Autumn Harvest Festival committee had decided to continue with a modified version of the baking competition. Claire understood the practical reasons—sponsors had invested thousands, contestants had traveled from across the region, and cancellation would mean financial disaster for the farm. Still, as she surveyed the barn, the attempt at normalcy felt forced.

“Everyone, if I could have your attention, please,” Grace Hall called. She stood beside a small table draped in burgundy cloth. On it sat a framed photograph of Holly, surrounded by autumn flowers and a typed statement about her contributions to the baking world.

The chattering crowd fell silent. Grace cleared her throat. “Before we resume our competition, we’d like to take a moment to honor Holly Flynn, whose passion for baking and media presence brought joy to so many.” Her professionally sympathetic expression struck Claire as oddly theatrical. “Please join me in a moment of silence.”

While heads bowed around the room, Claire used the opportunity to study each suspect carefully.

Thomas Woodman stood ramrod straight, his weathered face fixed in a neutral expression and his eyes focused on the middle distance. His hands, usually in constant motion, hung motionless at his sides.

Ivy Billings repeatedly adjusted her collar with nervous fingers, smoothing nonexistent wrinkles from her crisp white blouse. Her normally perfect posture seemed strained, as though holding herself together through sheer willpower.

Bree Leeds dabbed at genuine tears with a handkerchief, her round face flushed with emotion. Unlike the others, her grief appeared authentic.

Jack Holden maintained a solemn expression, though Claire caught him checking his watch when he thought no one was looking. His polished loafer tapped a silent, impatient rhythm on the floor.

Most interesting to Claire was Patty Wilby, who clutched her husband’s arm with white-knuckled intensity. Her normally pleasant face appeared drawn and anxious, her eyes darting around the room as though looking for hidden threats.

“Thank you,” Grace said after an appropriate interval. “Now, let’s honor Holly’s memory by continuing to celebrate the traditions of baking that she loved so much.”

As the moment broke, Nicole leaned close to Claire. “Is it just me, or does this feel incredibly weird?”

“Definitely weird,” Claire agreed, “especially knowing what we now know about Holly from her notebook.”

Robby joined them, camera in hand to document the competition for their Food and History show. “I’ve been watching people’s reactions,” he said quietly. “If I were casting suspects for a murder mystery, I’d have plenty to choose from.”

Claire nodded, noting the security measures throughout the barn. A uniformed police officer stood near the entrance, surveying the room. Food safety officials in white coats hovered near the ingredient tables, where pre-measured components sat in sealed containers. Even the water station had been modified—now each contestant had a ceramic water pitcher and cup at their own baking station.

“Judges, if you’ll follow me,” Grace called. “We need to review today’s criteria before the contestants begin.”

Claire, Nicole, and Robby, along with the other two judges, moved to a corner of the barn where Grace had set up a small table with scoring sheets. As they walked, Claire noticed Holly’s empty station—the only one without a contestant bustling around it. Someone had placed a small vase of flowers there, creating an impromptu memorial that seemed both thoughtful and eerie.

“Today’s challenge is autumn-inspired breakfast pastries,” Grace explained, her professional demeanor firmly back in place. “We’re asking contestants to incorporate traditional fall flavors while demonstrating technical skill in pastry making.”

As Grace continued explaining the judging criteria, Claire’s attention drifted to the contestants preparing their stations. The usual pre-competition energy had been replaced by something more subdued, more cautious. Everyone moved carefully, as though afraid to disturb the fragile normality they were trying to maintain.

Claire’s gaze followed Ivy Billings as the tall, precise woman stepped to the side of her station and lifted her water pitcher. Ivy filled the cup and drank deeply. She set the empty cup down and returned to her baking counter, immediately focusing on her pastry preparation.

Grace concluded her instructions, and the judges separated to observe the contestants’ work. Claire gravitated toward Thomas Woodman’s station, where the older baker was methodically rolling out a delicate-looking dough.

“How are you holding up?” Claire asked quietly.

Thomas glanced up, his eyes sharp beneath bushy eyebrows. “Strange business, continuing on like this,” he said, his voice low. “But baking’s been my life for fifty years. Takes more than...” He trailed off, clearly unwilling to directly reference Holly’s death.

“Your dough looks beautiful,” Claire said, changing the subject. “What are you making?”

“Apple rose tarts with cinnamon honey glaze,” he answered, some of his usual pride returning to his voice. “Old family recipe.”

Claire nodded, about to ask another question when a sudden commotion erupted from across the room. She turned to see Ivy Billings doubled over at her station, ingredients scattering as she knocked into her workbench. The tall woman’s face contorted in pain as she clutched her stomach, gasping for breath.

“Something’s wrong with Ivy!” someone shouted.

Claire rushed toward the disturbance along with several others. Ivy staggered backward, her face twisted in agony. Her complexion had taken on an alarming grayish tinge, and her breathing came in short, labored gasps.

“Can’t...breathe,” she managed before collapsing into a chair someone had pushed forward. Her body shook with spasms of pain.

“Get the EMTs!” Grace called as she hurried forward.

The on-site emergency medical technicians—a precaution implemented after Holly’s death—responded immediately, pushing through the growing crowd with their equipment. Claire stepped back to give them room, a sick feeling of déjà vu washing over her. Ivy’s symptoms mirrored Holly’s, though they seemed less severe.

Unlike Holly’s case, Ivy’s body reacted differently. As the EMTs attended to her, she suddenly lurched forward and vomited violently into a basin they provided. Almost immediately, her breathing seemed to ease slightly.

“Bitter,” Ivy gasped between waves of nausea. “The water... tasted strange... bitter underneath.”

Claire’s mind raced, connecting this new development to her vision in the root cellar. Patience had specifically mentioned bitterness as a characteristic of her herbal mixture.

Within fifteen minutes, the competition barn transformed once again into a crime scene. Ian arrived with several officers, his expression grim as he took control of the situation. The water pitcher from Ivy’s station was immediately secured as evidence, and contestants and staff were separated for questioning.

Claire watched the police process with growing dread. What she had initially suspected—that Holly’s death might have been an accident from misused historical knowledge—had shifted dramatically. Someone was deliberately targeting the contestants.

When the initial chaos subsided, Claire found a moment to speak privately with Ian near the entrance to the barn. Despite the professional distance he maintained at crime scenes, concern flickered in his eyes when he looked at her.

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

Claire nodded. “I’m fine, but Ian, this confirms what I’ve been suspecting. Ivy’s symptoms match exactly what I saw in my vision of Patience’s warning about herb poisoning—the bitter aftertaste, the rapid onset, and the body trying to expel the toxin.”

Ian’s expression remained neutral, but he took out his notebook. “Tell me more.”

“In my vision, Patience specifically warned about a preservative mixture that could be deadly when combined with certain fruits,” Claire explained. “She said too much brings swift death, too little brings nothing but ordinary preserves. That might explain why Ivy is recovering while Holly didn’t—the dosage was different.”

“Or Ivy expelled it before absorbing a lethal amount,” Ian noted, writing quickly. “For now, I need you to stay within sight of an officer at all times. If someone is targeting contestants, you could be at risk too.”

Throughout the day, the investigation intensified. Forensic technicians in white coveralls collected samples from the water pitchers, the well, and Ivy’s workstation. The remaining contestants were interviewed individually in a separate building, while staff members were questioned about the water service procedures.

Claire, permitted to remain on-site due to her official judge status, was observing Patty Wilby’s behavior. The woman hovered near the police activity around the well, her face a mask of barely contained anxiety. Twice, Claire watched Patty attempt to approach the historic well, only to be turned away by officers securing the scene.

When a female officer began questioning Patty about the well’s water source, Claire edged closer to overhear.

“Is this well connected to an active water source, or is it purely decorative?” the officer asked.

Patty’s hands fluttered nervously at her sides. “It’s... well, it’s mostly decorative now. A showpiece for visitors.”

“Mostly decorative?” the officer pressed. “Does that mean it’s connected to a water source or not?”

“There’s an underground spring,” Patty admitted, then quickly added, “but we don’t use it for anything. The well was sealed off years ago when we modernized the farm’s water system.”

“Yet the stones around the top appear to have been recently disturbed,” the officer noted. “Can you explain that?”

Patty’s face paled. “I... I don’t know anything about that. Perhaps during the festival setup⁠—”

“Patty, there you are.” Glenn Wilby appeared suddenly at his wife’s side, his weathered hand coming to rest at the small of her back. “Officer, my wife is quite distressed by these events. I’d be happy to answer any questions about our water system. I oversaw the modernization myself about fifteen years ago.”

Claire noticed how Glenn’s seemingly supportive gesture steered Patty away from the questioning officer. Throughout the afternoon, he maintained this protective—or controlling—stance, remaining constantly at Patty’s side and answering questions directed at her.

When Claire attempted to approach Patty directly near the farmhouse porch, Glenn immediately stepped between them.

“Patty, I was hoping to ask you about the historical herb gardens you showed us earlier,” Claire began. “Specifically, any records of their medicinal uses during colonial times.”

Glenn’s face hardened slightly. “My wife is too upset to discuss historical matters right now, Ms. Rollins. Perhaps another time.”

“It could be important to understanding what happened,” Claire persisted.

“I’m sure the police have all the information they need,” Glenn said firmly, his hand guiding Patty toward the farmhouse door. “If you’ll excuse us.”

As the afternoon wore on, Claire found Ian near his car, reviewing notes from the day’s investigation.

“Any news about Ivy?” she asked.

“She’s stable,” Ian replied. “Doctors are running tests, but they expect her to make a full recovery.”

“And the water pitcher?”

Ian hesitated, then apparently decided Claire had earned the information. “Preliminary tests detected unidentified organic compounds in the pitcher—not in the farm’s main water supply but specifically in that decorated pitcher with the apple design.”

“Suggesting targeted contamination,” Claire concluded.

Ian nodded grimly. “With this confirmation, we’re officially shifting from investigating a suspicious death to attempted multiple murders. Someone deliberately poisoned both Holly and Ivy.”

Claire glanced toward the farmhouse, where Glenn was ushering Patty inside, his arm wrapped protectively around her shoulders. “The Wilbys know more than they’re telling us,” she said quietly. “Patty especially seems terrified whenever the well or herbs are mentioned.”

“We’ll be interviewing them extensively,” Ian assured her. “In the meantime, I want you to be extremely careful. Whoever is behind this has now attacked twice in public settings. They’re either desperate or confident—neither is good.”

As Claire watched the farmhouse door close behind Glenn and Patty, she sensed that the root cellar’s secrets had only begun to reveal themselves. Patience’s remedy, passed down through generations, had somehow become a weapon in the present day. The question remained: who had accessed this dangerous knowledge, and why were they using it against the baking contestants?

The sun began to set over Cider Mill Farm, and long shadows moved across the grounds now crawling with investigators. What had started as a simple cooking competition had transformed into something far more sinister—a modern murder mystery with roots stretching back to colonial times, when herbs could heal or harm depending on who wielded the knowledge.
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Claire arranged a tray of pumpkin spice truffles on a vintage cake stand. The Boston Fall Food Festival hummed with activity around their Chocolate Dreams booth on the Boston Common—children laughing, musicians tuning instruments on the distant stage, and the mingled aromas of kettle corn, apple cider, and grilling sausages filling the crisp October air.

“These maple cream fudge squares are flying off the display,” Nicole said, quickly restocking the nearly empty tray. “We should have made a whole lot more.”

Claire smiled, momentarily forgetting the stress of the Cider Mill Farm investigation. Their booth, draped in Chocolate Dreams’ signature colors with banners and cloths with autumn leaf garlands and miniature pumpkins as accents, had attracted a steady stream of customers since the festival opened at ten.

“The apple cider caramels are almost gone too,” Robby called from behind the display, where he was unwrapping another tray from their carefully packed coolers. “Good thing I made extra this morning.”

Claire greeted an approaching customer, a woman with two small children in tow. “Welcome to Chocolate Dreams. Would you like to sample our pumpkin spice truffle?”

As Claire chatted with the family about their chocolate-making process, she couldn’t help appreciating how seamlessly she and her friends worked together. Nicole handled the money box, writing up receipts, taking credit cards, and making change without missing a beat. Robby continuously refreshed their displays, his artistic eye creating irresistible arrangements while keeping everything stocked.

When the rush temporarily subsided, Claire wiped her hands on her apron. “I never thought I’d say this, but it’s actually nice to focus on regular work for a change.”

“You mean instead of colonial poisons and murderous bakers?” Robby whispered, glancing around to ensure no customers were within earshot.

“Exactly,” Claire replied quietly. “Though I can’t stop wondering who’s behind it all. If the Wilbys know more than they’re saying, or if⁠—”

“Heads up,” Nicole interrupted with a meaningful nod. “Margot at ten o’clock, and she’s in full publicist mode.”

A tall woman with a sleek bob of silver-streaked black hair strode purposefully toward their booth. Margot Winters, their cookbook publicist, wore a tailored crimson blazer over black pants, a tablet clutched in one hand and a phone in the other.

“There’s my favorite culinary trio!” Margot called, tucking her phone into her pocket as she reached them. “The booth looks absolutely perfect—on-brand but seasonal. Excellent work.”

“Margot, you’re early,” Nicole said, checking her watch.

“Well, you know the saying…Early is on time. On time is late,” Margot replied, her signature catchphrase delivered with a wink. “Now, let’s transform this side of the booth for the signing. We’ve got exactly forty-seven minutes before your adoring public arrives.”

With Margot’s whirlwind efficiency directing them, they quickly rearranged one section of their booth. Stacks of their cookbooks “Sweet Celebrations: Desserts with Historical Flair” and “Boston’s Hidden Chocolate History” were artfully displayed alongside promotional posters. Margot hung a backdrop featuring the Chocolate Dreams logo interwoven with historical Boston landmarks, perfect for photos with fans.

“The Boston Globe mentioned your signing in this morning’s ‘Weekend Happenings’ section,” Margot informed them while arranging pens and bookmarks, “and that segment you did on Channel 5’s morning show yesterday gave us a nice boost. I’m expecting a substantial turnout.”

Claire examined the books with a smile. Seeing their names—Claire Rollins, Nicole Summers, and Robert Evans—printed on the glossy covers still gave her a thrill. The journey from small chocolatier shop to cookbook authors and local television personalities had been unexpected but deeply satisfying.

“I still can’t believe we’ve published four cookbooks,” Claire said, running her finger along the spine of “Sweet Celebrations.”

“Believe it,” Margot replied with a smile, “and from the early sales figures, these might be your most successful yet.”

By noon, a line had formed that extended well beyond their booth. Chocolate Dreams’ regular customers mingled with cookbook enthusiasts and fans of their television program. Claire, Nicole, and Robby took turns signing books while chatting with each person who approached the table.

“My daughter and I never miss an episode of Food and History,” gushed a woman in her fifties, sliding her cookbook across the table for Claire to sign. “We tried your colonial hot chocolate recipe—the one with the chili pepper and cinnamon—and it was divine.”

“That’s one of my favorites too,” Claire replied, genuinely touched. “It’s amazing how our ancestors combined flavors in ways we’re only rediscovering now.”

Another fan, a young culinary student with bright blue hair, specifically wanted to talk to Nicole about chocolate tempering techniques. “Your explanation in chapter three completely changed my approach. Could you sign that page specifically?”

The signing continued for nearly two hours, each interaction reinforcing why they loved what they did. Between customers, they sold chocolate and signed books in a seamless dance of commerce and connection.

As the afternoon progressed, Margot tallied sales with obvious satisfaction. “One hundred and seventy-three books sold,” she announced as the signing wound down. “Plus, I’ve lined up three potential bookstores for additional events next month.”

“That’s amazing,” Nicole said, flexing her cramped signing hand. “Though I might need an ice pack soon.”

“Small price for success,” Margot replied, her business efficiency momentarily softening into genuine warmth. “You three have created something special—not just delicious chocolates or beautiful books, but a genuine connection with your audience. That’s rare.”

As they packed up the remaining books, the festival atmosphere began its evening transformation. String lights twinkled to life along the pathways between vendor booths. The crowd shifted from families with young children to couples and groups of friends. Near the central stage area, technicians adjusted spotlights and sound equipment for the evening performances.

“Look,” Robby said, nodding toward the stage. “They’ve brought in a baby grand for James. This is going to be something special. I’m feeling a little nervous.”

Nicole took his arm. “You two have done this a million times. You’re both going to be as amazing as always.”

A gleaming black piano now dominated the stage, its polished surface reflecting the colored stage lights. Claire spotted James Pearl near the sound booth, conferring with a technician. Even from a distance, James’s slender, elegant figure was distinctive, his posture reflecting years of classical training.

“We’re going to take a break to watch you and James perform,” Claire told him.

Nicole agreed, already removing her apron. “Absolutely.”

After ensuring their booth was secure and arranging for one of the festival staff to watch it during their break, the trio made their way to the performance area. Robby went backstage, and Nicole and Claire managed to secure spots near the front of the growing audience, nodding to several regular customers who recognized them.

“James looks different somehow,” Claire observed as their friend took the stage. “More confident.”

Indeed, James Pearl carried himself with an assurance that commanded attention. His usual somewhat reserved manner had been replaced by a poised stage presence. Dressed in a midnight blue shirt and charcoal gray slacks, he acknowledged the audience with a slight bow before seating himself at the piano.

The moment his fingers touched the keys, magic happened. James began with a classical piece—Claire recognized Debussy’s “Clair de Lune”—but performed with such emotional depth that the familiar notes seemed new. His hands moved with mesmerizing precision, sometimes barely appearing to touch the keys yet creating sounds that floated across the Common like audible moonlight.

As the piece concluded, a hush held the audience before applause erupted. James smiled slightly, then transitioned seamlessly into a jazz standard, his interpretation bringing fresh energy to the classic composition. The crowd grew steadily as passersby were drawn by the beautiful music.

“He’s incredible,” Nicole whispered. “I knew he was good, but this is another level entirely.”

Claire nodded, watching how James’s entire body seemed to become part of the music, swaying slightly with crescendos and becoming still during delicate passages. After several more pieces, including one of his own compositions, James addressed the audience for the first time.

“Thank you all for your kind attention,” he said, his speaking voice almost surprisingly normal after the fabulous music. “For my next piece, I’d like to invite a special guest to join me—a talented vocalist who happens to be in the audience tonight.”

Claire and Nicole exchanged smiles.

“Robby Evans, would you do me the honor of joining me for a few songs?”

The audience applauded as Robby made his way to the stage. Claire could see the moment his usual manner gave way to his performer’s instinct—his shoulders straightened, his smile became more confident, and by the time he reached James at the piano, he moved with natural grace.

James and Robby conferred briefly, heads together over the piano. Then James began playing the opening notes of “Autumn Leaves,” the melody rippling like falling foliage in a gentle breeze. When Robby began to sing, Claire felt goosebumps rise on her arms.

His tenor voice, rich and clear, carried across the Common with effortless power. The jazz standard came alive with Robby’s interpretation—wistful yet warm, conveying the bittersweet beauty of the changing seasons. James’s piano accompaniment provided the perfect foundation, responding to each nuance of Robby’s vocals.

As the song ended, spontaneous applause broke out, stronger than before. James immediately transitioned to a more upbeat number, and Robby followed his lead without missing a beat. Their musical connection seemed almost telepathic, each anticipating the other’s interpretation.

“I sometimes forget how talented he is,” Nicole said, her eyes fixed on Robby’s performance. “He’s always joking around at the shop, but up there...”

“He’s in his element,” Claire finished, watching their friend with pride.

For their final number, James began the gentle piano introduction to “Bridge Over Troubled Water.” Robby closed his eyes for a moment, centering himself before beginning the first verse softly, almost intimately. As the song progressed, his voice grew in power and emotion, building to a soaring climax that showcased his impressive range.

The final notes seemed to hang in the air, and for a moment, complete silence held the crowd. Then, people rose to their feet, with the applause thundering across the Common. Robby’s face broke into a joyful smile, the pure pleasure of performance lighting up his features. He bowed deeply, then gestured to James, redirecting the applause to his accompanist.

Claire clapped until her hands hurt, watching how the audience responded to Robby’s talent with genuine appreciation. People who had been merely passing through the festival now stood transfixed, many with phones raised to capture the unexpected musical treat.

As Robby and James took one final bow together, Claire scanned the crowd, enjoying the shared moment of artistic appreciation. Her gaze traveled over the sea of faces—and suddenly stopped.

At the edge of the crowd, partially hidden behind a vendor tent, stood Grace Hall. The Cider Mill Farm event coordinator wasn’t watching the performance but instead staring directly at Claire and Nicole with unsettling intensity. When their eyes met, Grace’s expression flickered with something like alarm before she quickly stepped backward, disappearing into the gathering darkness beyond the festival lights.

Claire’s breath caught. The magical atmosphere of the performance shattered as reality rushed back in—the murder investigation, the poisonings, and the dangerous historical secret they were unraveling. Why would Grace be here, watching them rather than the performance? And why hide when spotted instead of approaching them normally?

The crowd continued applauding around her, but Claire barely heard it now. She made a mental note to call Ian as soon as possible. Grace’s presence couldn’t be coincidental, could it? Did she follow them here, observing from a distance for reasons Claire didn’t understand but that surely were connected to the Cider Mill Farm mystery?

As Robby made his way back to them, flushed with success and accepting congratulations from strangers along the way, Claire forced a smile. She wouldn’t spoil his moment of triumph with her suspicions, but the joy of the evening had been tinged with something darker—a reminder that danger continued to shadow them, reaching beyond the farm to follow them even into this celebration of music and friendship.

The stage lights dimmed as the next act prepared to perform, and Claire cast one final glance toward where Grace had stood. The space was empty now, but Claire guessed that somewhere in the darkness beyond the festival’s warm glow, they were still being watched.
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Across town, in a sleek café next to the Autumn Harvest Foods headquarters, Nicole sat across from Jack Holden. The corporate setting couldn’t have been more different from the historical farm, with all its glass, chrome, and modern efficiency. Gentle electronic music played in the background as business professionals held hushed meetings over expensive coffee.

“I appreciate you making time for this,” Nicole said, setting up her small recorder. “Our viewers love learning about the people behind the food they enjoy.”

Jack smiled, his corporate polish evident in everything from his perfectly tailored suit to his executive charm. “Happy to help. Autumn Harvest Foods values community connections, and your show reaches exactly the demographic we target.”

Nicole guided the conversation skillfully through Jack’s background, the company’s history, and their new product lines. As Jack relaxed into the interview, she gradually steered toward more sensitive territory.

“I understand you had a working relationship with Holly Flynn before the competition,” Nicole said, watching his expression carefully.

A flicker of tension crossed Jack’s face before his professional mask slipped back into place. “Yes, we had discussed potential collaborations. Holly had a significant online following that aligned with our marketing goals.”

“Was that collaboration going to be announced soon?” Nicole pressed gently.

Jack glanced around the café, then leaned slightly closer. “Can we go off the record for a moment?”

Nicole turned off her recorder with a nod. “Of course.”

After ensuring they wouldn’t be overheard, Jack’s confident expression cracked slightly. “Look, my relationship with Holly was complicated. Professional on the surface, but difficult underneath.”

“How so?” Nicole asked.

Jack’s fingers tapped nervously on the table. “During her research for our partnership, Holly discovered some information about one of our production facilities. Minor food safety violations that were being addressed, but could look bad if presented without context.”

“And she used this information?”

“Blackmail is an ugly word,” Jack said with a bitter smile, “but accurate. What started as a standard business arrangement quickly became one-sided. Holly constantly renegotiated terms, demanding larger percentages, more creative control, and additional marketing resources—all while hinting that her ‘research findings’ might become public if we didn’t comply.”

“That sounds incredibly stressful,” Nicole commented neutrally.

“It was,” Jack agreed, his corporate polish completely gone now. “The partnership would have been worth millions, but the cost kept rising. When I learned she’d entered the competition our company was sponsoring, I suspected she had another angle in mind. Holly never did anything without multiple layers of self-interest.”

Nicole turned her recorder back on, shifting to safer topics, but her mind was already thinking over this new information. Holly had made powerful enemies through her manipulative tactics—including a corporate executive with significant resources at his disposal.
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Meanwhile, at the Boston Public Library, Robby had arranged to meet Susan Loss, a former employee of Holly Flynn’s baking academy who now worked as a pastry chef in the city. Seated in the library’s café, Susan appeared hesitant at first, checking her watch repeatedly.

“I only have thirty minutes before I need to head back to the restaurant,” she explained, stirring her tea nervously, “and honestly, I’m not sure I should be talking about Holly at all, especially now that she’s... you know.”

“I understand your concern,” Robby assured her. “We’re just trying to put together a complete picture for our program segment. Holly was a complex person.”

Susan gave a short, humorless laugh. “Complex is one way to put it. Ruthless would be another.”

As Robby gently encouraged her to elaborate, Susan gradually opened up about the toxic environment at Holly’s exclusive baking academy. She described Holly’s habit of building people up only to publicly tear them down, her demands for complete loyalty, and her vindictive response to perceived slights.

“Did you know Grace Hall?” Robby asked casually, mentioning the event coordinator from Cider Mill Farm.

Susan’s eyebrows shot up in recognition. “Grace? Yes, she applied to the academy about five years ago. It was... ugly.”

“What happened?” Robby prompted.

“Grace was actually quite talented. She had her own small catering business specializing in historical recipes. Very niche, but she had genuine skill.” Susan shook her head at the memory. “Holly destroyed her during the audition. Made her remake her signature dish three times, then publicly ridiculed the results in front of all the other applicants and instructors.”

“That seems excessive,” Robby commented.

“It was brutal even by Holly’s standards,” Susan agreed. “I always wondered if there was something personal behind it. The rejection effectively ended Grace’s baking career—her business folded within months, and she completely changed fields to event coordination.”

“Did they know each other before the audition?”

“I’m not sure,” Susan admitted, “but the way Holly went after her... it felt targeted, not random. Holly could be cruel to everyone, but with Grace, it seemed almost like she was settling a score.”
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Later that afternoon, Claire and Nicole drove through the gates of Cider Mill Farm. Without the bustling festival crowds, the property appeared eerily quiet, almost abandoned. The competition barn reminded them of Holly’s death and Ivy’s poisoning. The gravel parking lot, which had overflowed with visitors’ cars just days ago, now held far fewer.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Nicole asked as they parked near the farmhouse. “Glenn Wilby didn’t exactly seem eager to have us poking around last time.”

“That’s why we came when he’s not here,” Claire replied, checking her watch. “Robby overheard Glenn talking about meeting with insurance representatives in town today until at least noon. That gives us a couple of hours with Patty.”

They had carefully crafted their approach—an official visit to gather historical information for their Food and History television program. The show provided the perfect cover for their real purpose: investigating the connection between Patience Wilby’s herbal remedies and Holly’s murder.

“Remember,” Claire added as they gathered their notebooks and camera, “we’re just interested in colonial recipes and herb traditions. We say nothing about poisonings or suspicious deaths.”

The farm’s gift shop occupied the front section of a renovated barn adjacent to the main house. As they entered, bells jingled cheerfully above the door, causing the sole occupant to jump noticeably. Patty Wilby stood behind the counter, her hands frozen in the task of arranging jars of homemade preserves on a display shelf.

“Oh! Goodness, you startled me,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest. Her typically warm face appeared drawn and tired, with new lines etched around her eyes and mouth.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Wilby,” Claire said, approaching with a gentle smile. “We should have called ahead.”

Patty’s gaze darted toward the door and windows before returning to them. “It’s fine. Just a bit jumpy these days, what with everything that’s happened.” Her hands trembled slightly as she resumed arranging the preserves—strawberry, blueberry, and apple butter in neatly labeled jars.

“We understand,” Nicole said sympathetically. “It must be a difficult time for the farm.”

Claire stepped closer, noting the homemade labels on each jar. “These preserves look wonderful. Are they made from traditional recipes?”

The question visibly brightened Patty’s demeanor. “Oh, yes. Some of these recipes go back generations in our family. My great-grandmother taught my grandmother, who taught my mother, who taught me.”

“That’s exactly why we’re here,” Claire said, seizing the opening. “We’re researching historical recipes and herbal traditions for our television program. We’d love to feature Cider Mill Farm’s heritage in an upcoming episode.”

Patty hesitated, wiping her hands on her apron.

“We’re particularly interested in the colonial women’s knowledge of medicinal herbs,” Claire added carefully. “It’s a fascinating piece of New England history that’s often overlooked.”

The words worked like a key turning in a lock. Patty’s expression shifted from hesitation to pride, her shoulders straightening slightly. “Well, our women ancestors were known throughout the region for their herb lore. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to show you some of our historical materials. For educational purposes.”

“We’d be so grateful,” Nicole said, “and of course, we’d share any footage with you before it airs.”

Patty glanced at the clock behind the counter. “Glenn won’t be back until early afternoon. Come with me to the house. I’ll show you our family records.”

She led them across the gravel path to the main farmhouse, a beautiful colonial structure that had been expanded over centuries. While the front rooms were part of the public tour, Patty guided them through a door marked “Private” into the family’s personal living quarters.

The hallway walls displayed a gallery of portraits—generations of women with striking similarities despite the changing fashion eras. Claire noticed the same high cheekbones, determined jaw, and penetrating eyes repeated throughout the centuries.

“These are all Wilby women?” Claire asked, pausing before a portrait of a stern-faced woman in Victorian dress.

“Some are, and some are from my side of the family.” Patty nodded. “Every firstborn daughter inherits the family name, regardless of marriage. It’s tradition. My husband and I are both descended from the Wilby line, just different branches of it.”

At the end of the hallway, Patty unlocked a heavy wooden door that opened into a spacious study. The room blended old and new—antique furniture coexisted with modern office equipment, and colonial-era artifacts shared space with contemporary reference books. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined three walls, packed with albums, ledgers, and journals organized by decade. A glass display case in the center contained particularly fragile documents.

“This is amazing,” Nicole breathed, already reaching for her camera. “May I take some photographs for reference?”

“Of course. Just of the documents, please, not the room itself.”

As Patty moved around the study, retrieving various materials, Claire observed how she shifted between moments of animated enthusiasm and sudden, inexplicable anxiety. She would begin explaining a document with pride, then suddenly fall silent, as if remembering something concerning.

Nicole expertly kept the conversation flowing, asking specific questions about traditional recipes while snapping photos of everything Patty showed them. “Were these herbs grown specifically for cooking, or did they serve other purposes?”

“Both,” Patty explained, relaxing into the topic. “Our ancestors never wasted anything. Herbs that flavored food also treated ailments. Mint settled the stomach, chamomile calmed the nerves, and rosemary improved memory.”

Claire carefully steered the conversation toward their real interest. “In our research about colonial herbalists, we came across the name Patience Wilby. Is she part of your family history?”

The question triggered a visible reaction in Patty—a slight stiffening of her shoulders and a quick press of her lips. “Yes,” she said after a pause. “Patience was... let me think... a great-great-great-great-grandmother. She lived here during the Revolutionary War.”

“Was she an herbalist too?” Claire prompted gently.

“She was the most renowned in the family lineage,” Patty acknowledged, her fingers tracing the edge of an old ledger. “Many of the recipes we still use today were first documented by Patience.”

“That’s fascinating,” Nicole said. “Was she known beyond the farm for her remedies?”

Patty’s expression became conflicted—family pride warring with something darker. “People came from miles around for her treatments. She could reduce fevers, ease childbirth pains, and heal wounds that others gave up as fatal.” She hesitated, then added more quietly, “But her reputation wasn’t without complications.”

“Complications?” Claire echoed, careful to keep her tone merely curious rather than pressing.

Patty sighed, seeming to debate how much to share. “It was a difficult time. The Revolution brought hardship to everyone. Food was scarce, and loyalty was questioned at every turn.” She fidgeted with a loose thread on her sleeve. “A group of British soldiers came to the farm demanding provisions. They threatened to take everything—the food stores that would feed the family through winter and seeds needed for the next planting. One soldier was particularly cruel. He threatened Patience directly.”

“What happened?” Nicole asked when Patty fell silent.

“The next day, the soldier fell violently ill after eating. He... he died within hours.” Patty’s voice had dropped to almost a whisper. “Patience was accused of poisoning him. It was never proven—couldn’t be proven—but the accusation created a shadow over her legacy that persisted for generations.”

The room fell silent as Claire and Nicole absorbed this revelation. The parallel to Holly’s death hung in the air.

“I need to answer this,” Patty said suddenly as a phone rang in another room. “Excuse me for just a moment.”

As soon as Patty’s footsteps faded, Claire and Nicole exchanged glances and immediately began examining the materials left on the desk. Claire carefully opened an ancient family Bible dating to the 1770s, its pages brittle with age.

“Look at this,” she whispered as she discovered several pressed herbs between the pages. The perfectly preserved specimens—some kind of reddish leaf, a sprig of what might be rue, and another herb Claire didn’t recognize—matched what she’d seen in her vision of Patience working in the root cellar.

Claire quickly pulled out her phone and photographed the pressed herbs from multiple angles. “These are the same plants Patience was using in my vision,” she told Nicole in a hushed voice. “I’m certain of it.”

They heard Patty’s footsteps returning and hastily returned the Bible to its original position. She entered, carrying a leather-bound journal, its cover worn smooth from centuries of handling.

“This contains Patience’s actual recipes and herbal formulations,” Patty explained, placing it on the desk with reverence. “It’s one of our most precious family heirlooms.”

Claire and Nicole leaned forward eagerly as Patty carefully opened the journal, revealing pages filled with elegant, faded handwriting. Detailed drawings of plants accompanied recipes for tinctures, salves, and syrups, but as Claire gently turned the pages, she noticed several had been carefully removed—precise cuts where the binding remained intact but the paper was gone.

“These pages seem to be missing,” Claire observed, trying to keep her tone casual. “Were they damaged?”

Patty’s hand moved to touch the cut edges, her expression unreadable. “Old age and fragility caused some pages to fall out over the years,” she said, though her nervous demeanor suggested otherwise. “Paper doesn’t last forever, especially when handled regularly.”

“Of course,” Claire agreed, not pushing further. “Which recipes were lost?”

“Nothing important,” Patty said too quickly. “Just duplicates of remedies recorded elsewhere.” She gently closed the journal. “I should put this back in its proper storage place. It’s quite delicate.”

Claire and Nicole prepared to leave as Patty showed them one final document—a family tree displaying the direct lineage from Patience to herself. Claire noticed with interest that every generation included a daughter who carried the family name forward, along with the family’s herbal knowledge.

“Thank you so much for your time,” Claire said sincerely. “This has been incredibly informative.”

“You’ve been very generous with your family history,” Nicole added.

Patty seemed more relaxed now, the time spent discussing her heritage having somewhat eased her earlier anxiety. “It’s nice to share it with people who appreciate the value of these traditions.”

The sound of tires on gravel interrupted their goodbye. Through the study window, Claire saw Glenn’s truck pulling into the driveway, returning earlier than expected.

“I should go meet Glenn,” Patty said, her nervous energy immediately returning. “I’ll show you out through the side door.”

As they followed her through the hallway, Claire spotted a portrait she hadn’t noticed earlier—a striking painting of a woman she immediately recognized from her visions. Patience Wilby stood beside an herb-drying rack, holding a small jar labeled simply “Preserve.” The colonial woman’s expression was hard to read—either it was offering healing or something more sinister depending on how one interpreted her slight smile.

Claire paused, staring at the portrait. The similarity between Patience and Patty was unmistakable despite the centuries between them—the same high cheekbones, determined jaw, and penetrating eyes that had appeared in every Wilby woman’s portrait.

“Claire?” Nicole called from the doorway.

“Coming,” Claire replied, reluctantly turning away from Patience’s gaze.

As they drove back toward Boston, Claire shared her growing certainty that understanding Patience’s story was the key to solving Holly’s murder. The historical parallels ran deeper than they’d initially suspected—both Patience and Holly were women with specialized knowledge who faced accusations regarding its use, and both encountered situations where this knowledge became dangerous.

“I wonder if we could find those missing pages from Patience’s journal,” Claire said firmly. “Whatever recipe was removed from that book—I bet that’s what killed Holly.”
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Claire paced her bedroom floor, one hand pressed against her temple, where a familiar pressure had been building for hours. The digital clock on her nightstand flashed almost midnight in harsh red numbers. Bear and Lady watched from their dog beds, their eyes following her movements despite the late hour.

“This is ridiculous,” Claire muttered to herself. “I should be sleeping.”

But sleep remained impossible. Her mind refused to quiet, buzzing with connections between Patience’s herbs, Holly’s death, and Ivy’s poisoning. Each time she closed her eyes, images from the Wilby farm flashed behind her eyelids—pressed herbs in the family Bible, the portrait of Patience with her jar labeled “Preserve,” and the missing pages from the journal.

Claire paused at her bedroom window, pushing aside the curtain. Outside, a brilliant full moon hung low in the sky, bathing Beacon Hill in silvery light. The streets below her townhouse looked almost magical in the ethereal glow, the brick sidewalks and historic buildings transformed into something from another century.

As she gazed at the moon, the burnt metal smell that accompanied her recent intuitions returned so strongly she could almost taste it. A certainty settled over her—something important was happening at the farm tonight; something connected to the murders, to Patience’s legacy, and to the herbs that could heal or harm.

After several more minutes of restless pacing, Claire grabbed her phone and called Nicole. Her friend answered on the first ring.

“You’re awake too?” Claire asked.

“Haven’t slept a wink,” Nicole replied, sounding equally alert. “I keep thinking about what Patty showed us today. Those pressed herbs in the Bible, the missing pages...”

“Nicole,” Claire said abruptly, “look out your window. Do you see the moon?”

A pause, then, “Yes. It’s incredible tonight, so bright and full.”

“Augustus told me something important about herbs and the lunar cycle. Certain plants are most potent when harvested under a full moon. Herbalists have known this for centuries.”

“Claire,” Nicole said slowly, recognizing the tone in her friend’s voice, “what are you thinking?”

“I think we need to go to the farm. Tonight.”

“Are you serious? It’s nearly midnight.”

“I know it sounds crazy,” Claire admitted, “but my intuition is practically screaming at me. The full moon, the herbs, and Patience’s recipes—they’re all connected. Something is happening at that farm tonight. I can feel it.”

Silence stretched between them as Nicole considered. “This is a terrible idea,” she finally said. “Trespassing at a farm in the middle of the night? What if we get arrested?”

“We’re not breaking in,” Claire assured her. “We’ll just observe from public areas, and if my intuition is wrong, we’ll leave immediately.”

“You know your intuition is rarely wrong.” Nicole sighed. “Fine. But we text Ian our location first, and we bring the dogs. And if anything feels dangerous, we leave. Immediately.”

“Agreed. I’ll pick you up in fifteen minutes.”

Claire changed quickly into dark jeans and a navy sweater, practical clothes that wouldn’t stand out in the night. She clipped leashes onto Bear and Lady, who seemed eager for a midnight excursion, then grabbed her keys and headed for the car.

The drive to Cider Mill Farm felt surreal. Empty country roads stretched before them, illuminated by headlights and the brilliant moon overhead. Silver-blue light changed familiar fields into something alien and mysterious. The car radio remained silent, neither woman feeling the need to fill the tense atmosphere with small talk or radio noise.

“We should park here,” Claire suggested as they approached a service road they’d noticed during previous visits. “It’s far enough from the main entrance that we won’t be spotted but close enough to walk to the herb garden.”

Nicole nodded, her expression showing both concern and determination as Claire turned off the main road. They parked behind a stand of trees that shielded the car from being seen, then stepped out into the cool night air.

The farm looked peaceful in the moonlight, with the buildings’ silhouettes dark against the starlit sky. No lights shone from the farmhouse or barns. Even the security lights that normally illuminated the parking area had been dimmed, leaving most of the property in shadow.

“Maybe we should go home,” Nicole whispered as they unclipped the Corgis from their leashes. Bear and Lady immediately began sniffing the ground with intense focus, their bodies tense with excitement.

“Look at the dogs,” Claire said quietly as she ignored Nicole’s suggestion that they leave and go home. “They sense something too.”

They moved carefully across the property, staying close to hedgerows and trees for cover. Claire followed both her intuition and the dogs’ lead, heading toward the medicinal herb garden Patty had shown them during their tour. As they approached through the apple orchard, Claire suddenly grabbed Nicole’s arm, pulling her behind a tree trunk.

“Look,” she breathed, pointing toward the garden.

Flashlight beams moved among the carefully tended herb beds—not the sweeping pattern of security guards, but the focused, deliberate shining of light on specific plants.

Claire squinted in the darkness, trying to make out the figures wielding the lights. As the taller figure turned slightly, moonlight caught his profile.

“That’s Glenn Wilby,” Claire whispered in surprise.

“And the other one is Thomas Woodman,” Nicole added as the second figure knelt to examine a plant. “What on earth are they doing together in the herb garden at midnight?”

The unexpected pairing puzzled Claire. They’d seen no previous connection between the gruff farm owner and the traditional baker. Yet here they were, moving through the garden together. Thomas frequently knelt to inspect plants more closely, occasionally collecting samples in a small pouch at his waist. Glenn appeared to be consulting something—a book or guide—directing Thomas toward particular sections of the garden.

Bear and Lady grew increasingly excited as they watched, picking up on Claire’s interest. A small whine escaped from Lady just as the men bent to examine a plant with distinctive reddish leaves—the same plant Claire had seen pressed in the family Bible.

The flashlight beams instantly swiveled toward the sound, catching Claire and Nicole in their harsh glare.

“Who’s there?” Glenn’s voice rang out sharply. “This is private property!”

Claire exchanged a quick glance with Nicole. Being discovered hiding would look far worse than approaching openly. She straightened and stepped forward, the Corgis at her heels.

“It’s just us, Mr. Wilby. Claire Rollins and Nicole Summers.”

Glenn lowered his flashlight slightly, but his posture remained defensive. “What the heck are you doing sneaking around my property at midnight?”

“We could ask you the same question,” Nicole replied, her tone surprisingly steady.

Thomas Woodman straightened from where he’d been kneeling, brushing dirt from his hands. Unlike Glenn’s obvious agitation, Thomas appeared more resigned than surprised, as if he’d expected to be discovered eventually.

“How did you know to come tonight?” Thomas asked quietly, his weathered face lit up by the moonlight.

“My dogs needed a walk,” Claire improvised, “and we were driving by when we noticed flashlights in the garden. We were concerned there might be intruders.”

Glenn scoffed. “On a back country road at midnight? Try again, Ms. Rollins.”

Claire decided honesty—or at least partial honesty—might serve better than continued deception. “I’m interested in historical herbal knowledge, particularly as it relates to colonial cooking. When I saw the full moon tonight, I remembered reading about herb harvesting traditions.”

“The full moon,” Thomas murmured, nodding slightly. “Yes, that makes sense.”

“And what exactly are you two doing here?” Nicole pressed. “It’s an unusual time for gardening.”

Glenn and Thomas exchanged glances before Glenn offered the first explanation. “Recent security concerns after Holly’s death and Ivy’s poisoning have prompted me to increase nighttime patrols of the property. Can’t be too careful these days.”

“And I’m here because Glenn granted me special permission to examine the historical plantings,” Thomas added smoothly. “I’ve been researching traditional herbs for my baking. I’m particularly interested in the varieties that would have been used in colonial recipes.”

“You’re doing research at midnight?” Nicole asked skeptically.

“The full moon provides perfect natural illumination for nighttime botanical study,” Thomas replied. “Many herbs display different characteristics under moonlight, and some are traditionally harvested during specific lunar phases to maximize their potency.”

Claire recognized this information from her research with Augustus, making Thomas’s explanation sound potentially credible despite the suspicious circumstances, but something still felt off about the entire situation.

“Quite a coincidence that you both needed to be in the herb garden specifically at midnight,” Nicole pointed out.

Glenn’s face darkened. “I don’t appreciate what you’re implying, Ms. Summers. As I already explained, I’m conducting security checks throughout the property. Thomas happened to be examining the herbs when I made my rounds.” The man stood and straightened. “That’s enough questions for tonight,” he continued, his tone growing more aggressive. “You’re trespassing on private property after hours. I’d be within my rights to call the police.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Claire said quickly. “We were just leaving.”

“I’ll walk you to your car,” Glenn insisted, “to ensure you actually leave the premises.”

As they reluctantly turned to go, Claire noticed a small outbuilding—a potting shed—near the herb garden. Its door stood slightly ajar, a sliver of moonlight reflecting off something metal inside. Making a split-second decision, she pretended to stumble, dropping her phone with a clatter.

“Oh! My phone,” she exclaimed, bending down to retrieve it. “You all go ahead—I’ll catch up in a second.”

As the others continued walking, Claire whispered a quick command to Bear. The intuitive Corgi immediately began barking excitedly at something in the distance, drawing everyone’s attention away from Claire. In that moment of distraction, she slipped quickly into the potting shed.

Inside the cramped space, illuminated only by moonlight through a small window, Claire found exactly what she’d expected—evidence of someone actively studying Patience’s dangerous herbal knowledge. Gardening tools and seed packets lined wooden shelves, but it was the workbench that captured her attention. A modern botanical guide lay open to a section on nightshade plants, with certain toxic varieties marked with bright yellow Post-it notes.

Beside the book lay a notebook containing what appeared to be experimental recipes. Claire flipped it open, finding page after page of handwritten notes—combinations of herbs and fruits in various proportions, with cryptic notations about “effects” and “potency.”

Before she could examine it further, Bear’s warning bark alerted her to someone approaching. Claire snapped a quick photo of the open notebook with her phone, then spotted a rear door. She slipped out just as the main door began to swing open wider.

Heart pounding, she hurried through the shadows to rejoin the group, who had paused at Nicole’s insistence. As she emerged from behind a tree, the full moon directly overhead triggered another vivid vision—she saw Patience Wilby moving through this very same garden centuries earlier, her long skirts brushing against the plants as she harvested herbs under an identical full moon.

The colonial woman worked with the herbs, whispering what sounded like incantations or precise instructions as she collected specific plants. “Three leaves only, never four. Cut with silver, not with steel. The moon at zenith strengthens the virtue.” Patience’s basket contained the exact plants marked in the modern guide Claire had just seen, and her secretive manner suggested knowledge that had to be protected.

“Claire? Are you okay?” Nicole’s concerned voice broke through the vision.

Claire blinked and took a deep breath. “Yes, sorry. Just tired.”

Glenn escorted them to their car, watching with crossed arms as they drove away. The return journey to Boston passed in tense silence, both women processing what they’d witnessed. Finally, as they crossed the city limits, Claire spoke.

“The past and present are converging around Holly’s murder,” she said quietly. “Someone is actively using Patience’s knowledge about toxic herbs—not just researching it, but experimenting with it.”

“Do you think it’s Glenn and Thomas working together?” Nicole asked. “That seems like an unlikely partnership.”

“I’m not sure,” Claire admitted. “Thomas knew legitimate information about herb harvesting and lunar cycles, but why meet Glenn secretly at midnight? And that notebook in the shed...” She shivered despite the car’s warmth. “The recipes in it were experimenting with the exact plants I saw Patience collecting in my vision.”

As they pulled up to Nicole’s apartment building, Claire took out her phone. “I’m texting Ian about what we saw tonight. I have the sense that time is running short before the killer strikes again.”

She stared at the full moon still visible above Boston’s skyline, knowing that somewhere in the city, someone else might be looking at that same moon and thinking about Patience Wilby’s deadly herbal knowledge. The connection between past and present had never felt stronger, and the line between historical research and modern murder was growing increasingly blurred with each new discovery.


15




The aroma of melting chocolate and brewing coffee filled the back room of Chocolate Dreams as sunlight streamed through the windows. Claire pinned another map of Cider Mill Farm to the bulletin board while Nicole arranged suspect profiles in color-coded folders. Robby sat at the table, laptop open, surrounded by notes and half-eaten pastries.

“Let me get this straight,” Robby said, looking up from his screen. “You two decided to sneak onto the farm at midnight and found Glenn Wilby and Thomas Woodman doing some kind of secret herb harvesting under the full moon?”

“It sounds crazy when you say it like that,” Claire admitted, stepping back to examine their timeline of events, “but we have pictures.” She passed her phone to Robby, showing the image she’d snapped of the botanical guide open to the nightshade section, with toxic varieties clearly marked with yellow Post-it notes.

Nicole leaned against the counter, cradling her coffee mug between her palms. “The weirdest part was how they acted when we caught them—Glenn claimed to be doing security checks while Thomas talked about herb potency being affected by lunar cycles.”

“Which is actually true,” Claire added. “Augustus confirmed that colonial herbalists believed certain plants gained strength when harvested under a full moon.”

Robby zoomed in on the photo, his brow furrowing as he studied the marked plants. “These are seriously dangerous herbs. Foxglove, nightshade, hemlock water dropwort—even small amounts can be lethal if used incorrectly.”

“But the botanical guide only contained scientific information,” Nicole pointed out. “It didn’t have any historical recipes for combining them.”

Claire paused, holding a pushpin halfway to the board. “That’s it. Remember what Patty showed us? She mentioned that Patience’s complete herbalism records still exist somewhere on the farm property, kept separate from the family’s public historical documents.”

Robby nodded excitedly, fingers flying across his keyboard. “That makes sense. My research shows colonial herbalists typically maintained multiple journals—public ones with standard remedies and private, more comprehensive records containing potentially dangerous formulations.”

“Like a recipe for poison disguised as a preservative,” Claire said quietly.

“Exactly.” Robby turned his laptop around, showing a scanned page from a historical text. “Private records were typically hidden in locations known only to the herbalist and her chosen successor. These women were protecting valuable knowledge, especially during times of war.”

Claire crossed to the window, gazing out at the morning street scene while her mind raced. “If we find Patience’s complete diary, we might discover exactly what killed Holly.”

“And who knew about it,” Nicole added.

“We need to search the farm,” Robby concluded. “The root cellar, the stone outbuilding…anywhere Patience might have hidden her most dangerous secrets.”

Claire turned back to her friends. “We need to be systematic. The competition resumes today—we can use our official positions as judges to access different areas.”

Nicole grabbed a notepad and began sketching a rough map of the property. “I’ll take the farmhouse—I can pretend to be photographing historical details for our show.”

“I’ll chat up the staff,” Robby volunteered. “People tend to talk to me.” He flashed a charming grin that regularly worked wonders with sources.

“And I’ll focus on the root cellar and outbuildings,” Claire said. “Those places trigger my intuition the strongest.”

They spent the next hour developing their plan, assigning specific zones and creating cover stories for accessing restricted areas. Throughout their planning, Claire’s intuition—usually a gentle guide—now prodded her with urgency.
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The Cider Mill Farm parking lot bustled with activity when they arrived mid-morning. Claire blinked in surprise at the scene—police cars parked alongside media vans, uniformed guards checked credentials at the entrance, and food safety officials in white lab coats carried equipment toward the competition barn.

“I can’t believe they’re actually continuing the competition,” Nicole stated as they approached the security checkpoint.

“When money’s involved…” Robby let his voice trail off.

“It’s business as usual, I guess,” Claire replied, spotting Ian near the barn entrance. When their eyes met, he gave her a subtle nod, acknowledging the midnight text she’d sent about Glenn and Thomas in the garden.

After clearing security, they entered the competition area, where contestants and staff had gathered in a tense huddle. The atmosphere crackled with nervous energy—forced smiles and too-loud laughs barely masking the underlying anxiety.

To Claire’s surprise, Jack Holden stood at the front of the room rather than Grace Hall. The corporate executive projected confidence in his tailored suit, appearing completely at ease despite the circumstances.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Jack announced, clapping his hands for attention. “On behalf of Autumn Harvest Foods, I’m pleased to confirm that our competition will continue with enhanced safety measures.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd as Jack continued. “Today’s special challenge focuses on colonial preservation techniques. Each contestant will recreate historical methods of preserving seasonal produce, combining authenticity with modern food safety standards.”

Claire exchanged a startled glance with her two friends. The parallel to Patience’s preservative mixture from her visions couldn’t be coincidental.

“All ingredients have been pre-screened,” Jack continued, gesturing to the white-coated officials, “and each workstation will be continuously monitored. We take your safety seriously while honoring our commitment to celebrating traditional food heritage.”

As Jack outlined the competition parameters, Claire’s attention drifted to a corner of the barn where Grace and Patty stood engaged in intense conversation. Patty repeatedly shook her head, her normally pleasant face tight with anxiety, while Grace leaned closer, gesturing urgently with one hand.

When Patty glanced up and noticed Claire watching, she abruptly touched Grace’s arm in warning. Both women immediately separated, adopting casual poses as if their heated exchange had never occurred.

“Did you see that?” Claire whispered to Nicole and Robby.

Robby’s eyes narrowed. “Grace and Patty? Yeah. Didn’t look like a friendly chat.”

“Let’s start our search while everyone’s distracted with the competition setup,” Claire suggested. “Meet back here in two hours?”

They separated, each heading to their assigned areas. Claire made her way to the root cellar, flashlight in hand. The heavy wooden door creaked as she descended the worn stone steps into the cool, earthy space. This time, knowing what to look for, she methodically examined every wall, shelf, and floorboard, searching for hidden compartments or loose stones beyond the one they’d discovered earlier.

Despite her careful examination, Claire found nothing new. However, she noticed fresh marks in the dirt floor—parallel lines suggesting someone had recently dragged something heavy across the ground. Kneeling for a closer look, she found small depressions that might have been made by the legs of a ladder.

“Someone else has been searching here,” she murmured to herself.

As Claire exited the cellar, she nearly collided with Thomas Woodman. The older baker carried a small basket of freshly cut herbs, measuring them with a small scale he had produced from his pocket.

“Ms. Rollins,” he said, not sounding particularly surprised to see her. “Official judging duties take you to strange places, I see.”

“Just familiarizing myself with the farm’s historical features for our TV show,” Claire replied smoothly. “Colonial food preservation is fascinating.”

Thomas’s weathered face remained expressionless as he carefully measured sprigs of what looked like rosemary. “Indeed. The old ways have much to teach us, if we’re willing to listen.”

“Are those herbs for today’s challenge?” Claire asked casually.

“Yes. Authenticity matters in a competition like this.” His fingers moved to separate the leaves from the stems. “Our ancestors understood the proper balance of elements—something many modern cooks have forgotten.”

“Balance seems important in many contexts,” Claire ventured.

Thomas looked up, his eyes suddenly sharp. “Crucial, Ms. Rollins. Especially when working with nature’s more potent gifts. Too much brings harm; too little brings nothing.”

The phrase echoed Patience’s warning from Claire’s vision so precisely that a chill ran down her back. Before she could respond, Thomas closed his herb basket with a snap.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to prepare for the challenge.”

Claire watched him walk away certain he knew more than he was revealing.

Her next stop was the stone outbuilding, with the same frustrating results—signs that someone had been there recently, but no hidden diary. As the morning wore on, Claire received a text from Nicole reporting that Patty’s private study was now locked, with staff explaining that Glenn had restricted access to family areas for “security reasons.”

Discouraged by their lack of progress, Claire took a break near the competition barn’s rear entrance, sitting on a stone bench beneath a maple tree. The red and gold leaves above her head rustled in the gentle breeze, a few occasionally spiraling down to land on the ground around her.

A soft sniffling sound drew her attention to a secluded corner behind the barn. There, on another bench partially hidden by shrubbery, sat Bree Leeds. The young woman’s shoulders shook with silent sobs, her round face buried in her hands.

Claire approached quietly, not wanting to startle her. “Bree? Can I help?”

Bree’s head snapped up, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy. She hastily wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. “I’m fine,” she insisted, though her trembling voice betrayed her. “Just allergies.”

“It’s okay if you’re upset,” Claire said gently, sitting beside her but leaving a comfortable space between them. “This competition has become incredibly stressful for everyone.”

Bree stared at her hands, twisting a tissue between her fingers. “You have no idea,” she whispered.

“Maybe talking about it would help?” Claire suggested, careful not to push.

For several moments, Bree remained silent, her internal struggle visible in her expression. Finally, she spoke so softly Claire had to lean closer to hear.

“I saw something,” Bree confessed, her voice breaking, “the day Holly died; something I wasn’t supposed to see.”

Claire’s heart quickened, but she kept her expression calm. “What did you see, Bree?”

“I was coming back from the storage area where they kept extra ingredients,” Bree explained haltingly. “I needed more cinnamon for my pie. That’s when I saw someone at Holly’s station.”

“Someone tampering with her ingredients?” Claire prompted when Bree faltered.

Bree nodded, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. “They were wearing gloves, adding something to her mixture. They kept looking around to make sure nobody was watching.”

“Did you recognize who it was?”

“No,” Bree said, shaking her head. “They had their back to me. I only saw them for a few seconds before I ducked behind a shelf. I was scared.”

Claire gently placed her hand on the bench between them, not quite touching Bree but offering support. “Have you told the police?”

“I can’t,” Bree said, panic flaring in her eyes. “After Holly collapsed, when everyone was running around trying to help her, I found a note in my bag.”

“A note?”

“It said, ‘Those who see too much share the same fate.’” Bree’s voice had dropped to barely a whisper. “They know I saw something, Claire. If I talk to the police, I might be next.”

“Detective Fuller can protect you,” Claire assured her. “This information could be crucial to solving Holly’s murder.”

Bree wavered, indecision written across her face. “I don’t know... I need to think about it. My grandmother depends on me—if something happened to me...”

Before Claire could respond, footsteps crunched on gravel nearby. Bree immediately stiffened, her eyes darting toward the sound. Grace Hall appeared around the corner of the barn.

“There you are, Bree,” Grace called. “The preparation period begins in fifteen minutes. We need all contestants at their stations.”

“Coming,” Bree replied, forcing a brightness into her voice that couldn’t mask her distress. She stood quickly, then turned to Claire. “Please don’t tell anyone we talked. I need time to think about what to do.”

Claire watched her hurry away, followed by Grace’s assessing gaze. When both women disappeared inside the barn, Claire texted Nicole and Robby to meet her at their designated spot. Her heart hammered as she considered Bree’s words. They now had an eyewitness who had seen the poisoning in action—and someone who knew that Bree had witnessed the crime.

When the trio regrouped behind a storage shed, Claire quickly shared Bree’s revelation.

“Someone deliberately poisoned Holly,” Nicole said, “and threatened Bree to keep her quiet.”

“I need to tell Ian,” Claire said. “Bree could be in danger.”

“Meanwhile, our search for Patience’s diary hit dead ends everywhere,” Robby reported. “It’s like someone knows what we’re looking for and is staying one step ahead.”

They made their way back to the competition barn, where contestants had begun working on their preservation recipes. Claire watched the innocent-looking fruits and herbs on the work tables with new awareness of their potential danger. Thomas methodically crushed herbs with a mortar and pestle. Ivy precisely measured ingredients with a digital scale. Bree nervously adjusted her apron, jumping slightly whenever someone walked behind her.

“I feel like we’re missing something obvious,” Claire said in frustration. “The answers must be somewhere in Patience’s missing diary, but where would she hide her most dangerous secrets?”

“We’ll find it,” Nicole assured her, though she sounded less than convinced.

Claire’s gaze drifted to where Glenn stood near the judges’ table, his eyes constantly scanning the room as if looking for threats—or maybe, watching to see if anyone came too close to discovering the truth. Nearby, Patty arranged flowers for the presentation table, her hands trembling slightly.

Secrets layered over secrets, Claire thought. The key to solving Holly’s murder lay in uncovering the past and in finding the missing diary that connected Patience’s ancient knowledge to a very modern crime.

Someone at the farm had gone to extreme lengths to ensure those secrets remained buried.
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Sunlight poured through the fiery autumn trees, transforming Cider Mill Farm into a postcard-perfect New England scene. The competition area had temporarily morphed into a television production set, with cables snaking across the ground, light reflectors positioned to catch the morning rays, and a small army of crew members bustling about with clipboards and headsets.

Claire stood patiently as a costume consultant named Vivian adjusted the final details of her colonial dress—a deep blue fabric with a crisp white apron and a simple lace cap covering most of her blonde curls. The historically accurate costume felt strangely familiar against her skin, almost like rediscovering a favorite old outfit rather than wearing something new.

“Stop fidgeting,” Vivian instructed, pins held between her lips as she fixed a loose seam. “Historical accuracy doesn’t mean historical discomfort, but this neckline needs to sit just right.”

Nicole turned slowly before a portable mirror, examining her rust-colored ensemble. “Are you sure women really wore this many layers?” she asked, tugging at her fitted bodice. “I feel like I’m wearing half a fabric store.”

“Absolutely,” Vivian confirmed, moving to adjust Nicole’s cap. “And consider yourself lucky—these are the simplified versions. Real colonial women would have worn even more, including several petticoats.”

Robby emerged from the makeshift changing area in a beige waistcoat, brown breeches, and period-appropriate buckled shoes. His sandy hair had been pulled back into a small ponytail, completing his transformation.

“How do I look?” he asked, giving a theatrical bow.

“Like you just stepped out of a history book,” Claire replied with a smile. “Though I think colonial men probably didn’t grin quite so much.”

“Life was hard back then,” Nicole agreed. “No TikTok, no chocolate chip cookies, and no indoor plumbing.”

Their director, Melanie Porter, approached with her ever-present tablet. A compact woman with energy that belied her fifty years, Melanie had been directing their Food and History show for months.

“Looking good, everyone,” she said, glancing up from her schedule. “We’ll start in the herb garden, then move to the farmhouse kitchen, and finish with the preservation demonstration in the old barn. Between segments, the competition filming will happen in the same locations, so timing is crucial.”

Claire nodded, careful not to dislodge her cap. “Is there a script for today?”

“Just the usual outline,” Melanie replied. “We know you three work best when you can be natural and educational at the same time, but stay focused on the historical angle—this episode is about colonial preservation techniques, not...” She lowered her voice. “...mysterious poisonings.”

“Got it,” Claire assured her. “Historical context only.”

As the production team made final adjustments to the herb garden set, Claire experienced another flash of déjà vu—stronger this time. The sensation of standing in this garden in colonial dress felt like recovering a memory rather than creating one.

“You okay?” Nicole asked, noticing Claire’s momentary disorientation.

“Yes,” Claire replied quietly. “Just another weird feeling. Being dressed like this, here at the farm... it’s intensifying my connection to whatever happened in the past.”

“Maybe that’s good,” Nicole suggested. “That might help us find Patience’s diary.”

“Speaking of which,” Robby said, joining them, “I noticed the old barn isn’t on today’s initial shooting schedule. It’s only listed for the final segment.”

“Which means we might have a chance to check it out between filmings,” Claire concluded. “It was marked on Holly’s map, but we haven’t properly searched it yet.”

“Places, everyone!” Melanie called, interrupting their whispered conversation. “We’re rolling in five minutes!”

The next two hours passed in a flurry of filming activity. In the herb garden, Claire explained the historical significance of various plants, her natural enthusiasm for the subject making for engaging television.

“Colonial women weren’t just growing herbs for cooking,” she explained to the camera as she gently touched a rosemary plant. “These gardens were their medicine cabinets, their first aid kits, and sometimes their only defense against illness in an era before modern medicine.”

In the farmhouse kitchen, Nicole demonstrated various colonial tools—butter churns, apple peelers, and drying racks—explaining how preservation wasn’t just a cooking technique but a survival strategy.

“When winter came,” she noted, holding up a colonial-era glass jar, “a family’s health depended on what they had managed to preserve during the harvest season.”

Robby, standing beside a display of historical documents, added historical context throughout. “During the Revolutionary War, food preservation became even more crucial. British soldiers often confiscated fresh food supplies, so hidden stores of preserved fruits, vegetables, and herbs could mean the difference between starvation and survival.”

Between takes, they continued their investigation, examining historical displays and questioning farm staff about the property’s layout during colonial times. Claire carefully wove questions about the Wilby family’s historical significance into her on-camera segments, establishing context that would seem natural for their show while gathering information for their investigation.

During a location change mid-morning, a technical issue arose when one of the main lights malfunctioned. Melanie, after consulting with the technical director, announced a thirty-minute delay.

“Sorry, folks,” she called to the assembled crew and talent. “We need to replace a ballast before we can continue. Take thirty, everyone!”

As the crew dispersed for an impromptu break, Claire caught Nicole’s eye and nodded subtly toward the old barn visible across the property. Robby noticed the exchange and moved closer.

“Go,” he said quietly. “I’ll cover if anyone asks. Just be back in twenty-five minutes.”

Claire and Nicole made their way casually across the grounds, their colonial dresses lending a surreal quality to their mission. The old barn stood away from the main competition area, its weathered boards and sagging roof suggesting it might be the oldest structure on the property.

“This definitely predates the farmhouse,” Nicole observed as they approached. “Look at the construction style—those beams were hand-hewn.”

Unlike the well-maintained buildings used for the festival, this barn retained its original character. The massive wooden door creaked as Claire pulled it open, revealing a cavernous interior dimly lit by sunlight filtering through dusty windows and gaps in the wooden siding.

Inside, the space had been partially prepared for the afternoon’s filming. Workstations had been arranged for contestants to demonstrate colonial preservation techniques, with period-appropriate tools laid out on rough wooden tables. The scent of centuries hung in the air—hay and animals long gone, aged wood, and the unmistakable musty aroma of history.

“They’ll be filming the preservation challenge portion of the contest here later,” Claire said, moving deeper into the barn, “but right now, we have it to ourselves.”

As Claire walked through the ancient structure, the familiar pressure began building in her head. Her colonial dress brushed against rough wooden surfaces, the fabric catching occasionally on splinters from beams that had stood for centuries. The burnt metal smell that accompanied her latest intuitions returned stronger than ever, filling her nostrils and settling at the back of her throat.

“Nicole,” she whispered, “I think something important happened here. My intuition is screaming.”

Nicole nodded, already examining the walls and floor for anything unusual. “This place feels different from the rest of the farm—more authentic.”

Claire moved toward a particular section of wall near one of the original workbenches. The wooden panels there seemed older than those surrounding them, the wood having weathered differently. When her fingertips touched the rough surface, the world around her abruptly shifted.

The barn transformed before her eyes, becoming brighter, newer, yet unmistakably the same structure. Sunlight poured through clean windows, shining over a colonial-era workshop. And there, standing at the workbench, was a woman Claire instantly recognized from her previous visions—Patience Wilby.

The colonial herbalist crushed herbs with a mortar and pestle. Beside her stood a younger woman with similar features—her daughter, Claire somehow knew.

“Watch carefully, Eliza,” Patience instructed, her voice clear despite the centuries between them. “The healing preserve requires exactly three leaves of foxglove, never more.”

Eliza nodded solemnly, her attention fixed on her mother’s hands. “And this mixture helps with heart ailments?”

“Yes, when prepared correctly and given in proper amounts,” Patience confirmed, adding the crushed herbs to a bubbling pot of fruit. “But now, I’ll show you the other version—the one we pray never to need again.”

Claire watched, transfixed, as Patience created a second batch of preserves, using nearly identical ingredients but with crucial differences in preparation and proportion. The two mixtures looked identical when finished, stored in similar glass jars with only a small mark on the bottom to distinguish them.

“This version,” Patience explained quietly, holding up the second jar, “saved our family from British soldiers. One jar, strategically placed among the soldiers’ provisions, ensured they never returned to demand more from us.”

“It’s so dangerous,” Eliza whispered. “What if someone mistakes one for the other?”

“That is why the knowledge must be protected,” Patience replied firmly. “Passed only to those who will use it responsibly, and kept secret from those who might abuse it.”

Their conversation halted abruptly as sounds of approaching horses reached them. Patience quickly instructed Eliza to hide their work while she greeted whomever had arrived. Claire’s vision followed Patience to the barn door, where she met a group of British soldiers demanding provisions.

“We have little to spare,” Patience told them, her demeanor respectful yet firm. “The winter was harsh, and spring planting has barely begun.”

The officer in charge pushed past her, ordering his men to search the property. They took sacks of grain, dried meats, and vegetables, but paid little attention to the modest shelf of preserves, dismissing them as insignificant “women’s work.”

After the soldiers departed, Patience made a decision. She gathered her notebooks and journals, including the one containing her most dangerous recipes. Wrapping the primary volume carefully in oilcloth, she approached a section of wall—the exact spot Claire had touched.

“Help me, Eliza,” she instructed. Working together, mother and daughter removed a wooden panel, revealing a small cavity in the wall. Patience placed the wrapped journal inside, then secured the panel back in place.

“This knowledge is our heritage and our burden,” Patience told her daughter. “Each generation must decide how to honor it. Remember always—the power to heal and the power to harm spring from the same source. The difference lies in the heart of the one who holds the knowledge.”

The vision dissolved suddenly, leaving Claire gasping in the present-day barn. Nicole stood beside her with concern etched across her face.

“Claire? Are you back with me?”

Claire nodded, taking a deep breath to center herself. “I saw her, Nicole—Patience. She was right here, making two versions of her famous preserve. One for healing, one deadly. And she hid her diary—” Claire pointed to the exact section of wall. “—right there.”

Nicole’s eyes widened. “In the wall? After all these centuries, could it still be there?”

“Only one way to find out,” Claire replied, already moving toward the spot.

They examined the wooden panels carefully. Despite numerous renovations over the centuries, this particular section appeared to retain much of its original structure. Claire ran her fingers along the edges of each board, searching for any irregularity that might indicate a hidden compartment.

“Here,” she whispered suddenly, feeling a slight give in one panel. “This one moves.”

Together, they pressed and prodded until they found the trick—a certain spot that, when pushed in a specific way, allowed the panel to slide aside. Behind it, exactly as Claire had seen in her vision, lay a small cavity in the wall.

“Oh my gosh,” Nicole breathed as Claire reached inside.

Her fingers touched something wrapped in deteriorating fabric. Carefully, she extracted a bundle approximately twelve inches long and eight inches wide. The oilcloth Patience had used for protection had disintegrated in places, revealing glimpses of leather beneath.

With trembling hands, Claire unwrapped the bundle, revealing a leather-bound book, its cover cracked with age but still intact. The pages inside were yellowed but legible, filled with handwritten recipes, diagrams of plants, and detailed instructions in faded brown ink.

“Patience’s complete diary,” Claire whispered, the historical significance of their discovery momentarily overwhelming her. “After all this time...”

She carefully turned the brittle pages, finding sections on healing remedies, household recipes, and finally—at the very back—the dangerous formulations Patience had tried to protect. One page in particular caught Claire’s attention—a detailed recipe for “Preservation of Fruits with Heartsease,” with specific notations about measurements and preparation methods.

“This has to be it,” Claire said, pointing to the entry, “the recipe Holly tried to recreate—maybe without realizing the dangerous version.”

Before Nicole could respond, they heard voices approaching the barn—the distinct sounds of the production crew and contestants arriving for the next segment of filming.

“We can’t let anyone see this,” Claire said urgently. “Not yet.”

Making a split-second decision, she pulled out her phone and quickly photographed several crucial pages, focusing on the preservation recipes and Patience’s warnings about their dual nature. Then, with Nicole’s help, she carefully rewrapped the diary in its deteriorating covering and returned it to its hiding place, ensuring the panel was securely closed just as it had been for centuries.

They moved away from the wall, adopting relaxed poses examining the colonial tools laid out for filming. The barn doors swung open, flooding the space with light as contestants, crew members, and cameras filed in.

“There you are,” Melanie called, spotting them. “Great! You’re already in position. We’ll start setting up the final segment now.”

As the contestants took their places at the workstations, Claire noticed Thomas Woodman staring at her with an odd expression. His gaze seemed to travel from her colonial dress to her face and back again, as if seeing someone else entirely. When their eyes met, he quickly looked away, focusing on arranging his preservation ingredients with suddenly unsteady hands.

Claire caught Nicole’s eye across the room. They had found the key to the mystery—the missing link between Patience Wilby’s colonial secret and Holly Flynn’s modern murder. The diary’s contents, now partially captured on Claire’s phone, might finally reveal who had the knowledge, motive, and opportunity to use a centuries-old recipe for very contemporary revenge.

As cameras were positioned and lighting adjusted around her, Claire felt the strange doubling of realities, the colonial past and present day overlapping in this ancient barn. Somewhere in Patience’s recipes lay the answer to Holly’s death, and now, thanks to her deepening connection to the past, Claire could be one step closer to identifying the killer.
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Chocolate Dreams’ “Closed” sign had been flipped hours ago, but light still glowed from the back room, where Claire, Nicole, and Robby huddled around a laptop. The rich aroma of chocolate lingered in the air, mingling with the sharper scent of the coffee they’d brewed to keep themselves alert.

“Can you make out this word?” Claire asked, squinting at the screen where she’d loaded the hastily taken photographs of Patience’s diary. The ancient handwriting, already difficult to decipher, was now even harder to read due to shadows and glare from her rushed photography.

Nicole leaned closer, her dark hair falling forward as she studied the image. “Looks like ‘foxglove’ maybe? And something about ‘moon phase?’”

“That matches what Augustus told me,” Claire said. “Colonial herbalists believed certain plants gained potency when harvested during certain lunar cycles.”

Robby, perched on a stool beside them, scrolled through another image. “Check this page out. Patience clearly describes two versions of her preserve—one for healing heart ailments and one that’s deadly.”

Claire nodded. “The ingredients look almost identical, but the preparation method is different. And this note here—” She pointed to a faded scribble in the margin. “—warns that the toxic effect only happens when the herbs are combined with certain fruits in a specific sequence.”

“Like in a pumpkin tart,” Nicole added grimly.

Frustration tightened Claire’s jaw as she flipped through the photographs. “But we’re missing key pages. I didn’t have time to document everything properly before people started coming into the barn.”

“And without the complete recipe,” Robby said, “we can’t definitively prove it’s what killed Holly.”

“Or who knew how to use it,” Nicole added.

Robby pushed back from the table, stretching his arms overhead. “Maybe we’re approaching this from the wrong angle. The recipe matters, but so does the human element. Who had both the knowledge and the motive?”

“Good point,” Claire agreed.

“Jack Holden is still high on my suspect list,” Nicole said. “He had motive—Holly was blackmailing him about food safety violations at his company.”

“And he has resources,” Claire added, “corporate connections, money, and influence.”

“I still think we need to talk to Bree again,” Robby suggested. “She saw something the day Holly died, and she’s terrified. If we could get her to open up more...”

They spent the next hour developing a plan. Claire sketched a rough timeline on the back of a Chocolate Dreams order form, mapping out their movements for the following day.

“It’s settled,” she concluded, capping her pen. “Nicole and I will follow Jack tomorrow afternoon. Maybe we can talk to him by pretending to run into him. His corporate headquarters is in the financial district, so we should be able to blend in with the business crowd.”

“And I’ll try to meet with Bree,” Robby said. “She seems most comfortable talking with me, and I know a quiet garden near her apartment that might feel safe enough for her to open up.”

“We’ll regroup here tomorrow evening,” Nicole added, glancing at her watch.

Claire nodded, her thoughts already racing ahead to tomorrow’s investigation. The partial diary pages had revealed tantalizing clues about Patience’s herbal knowledge—now they needed to connect those historical secrets to Holly’s modern murder.
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Late day sunlight glinted off the steel and glass tower of Autumn Harvest Foods headquarters, creating dazzling patterns that danced across the plaza below. Claire and Nicole stood near the front of the building, attempting to blend in with the stream of professionals exiting nearby office buildings. Claire had dressed carefully in a conservative black pantsuit, while Nicole wore a navy dress that could pass for business attire.

“He usually leaves around this time,” Claire said, checking her watch for the third time. “At least that’s what the receptionist told me when I called pretending to schedule a meeting.”

Nicole sipped her takeaway coffee, her eyes fixed on the building entrance. “Do you think Jack actually knew about the toxic recipe?”

“Hard to say,” Claire replied. “Patience was very careful about who received her knowledge. It was meant to pass through generations of Wilby women, with strict rules about when the dangerous versions could be used.”

“An ethical framework for poison,” Nicole mused. “Use only for protection, never for personal gain or revenge.”

“Exactly. ‘The power to heal and the power to harm spring from the same source,’” Claire quoted from memory. “She believed the difference lay in the heart of the person using the knowledge.”

Nicole was about to respond when she nudged Claire’s arm. “There he is.”

Jack Holden emerged from the building, his tall figure immediately recognizable in an expertly tailored gray suit. Unlike his usual confident stride, however, he moved with a certain unease, checking his watch and glancing around as he hurried to the street to hail a passing taxi.

Claire was already stepping toward the street, arm raised. “Taxi!”

They slid into the backseat of the next available cab, Claire leaning forward urgently. “See that taxi three cars ahead? The one turning right? We need to follow it, please.”

The driver, a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair, raised his eyebrows. “Lady, this ain’t a spy movie.”

Nicole quickly pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. “We’re private investigators following a cheating husband. His wife is our client.”

The driver’s expression changed as he pocketed the money. “Now that makes sense. Hold on, ladies.”

The taxi weaved through downtown traffic, maintaining a discreet distance behind Jack’s vehicle. After fifteen minutes, they turned into a quieter neighborhood filled with boutique shops and upscale cafés. Jack’s taxi stopped outside a small establishment with elegant gold lettering on the window—”Maison Marcel.”

“That’s perfect,” Claire murmured as they watched Jack enter the café. “Discreet, upscale, but not somewhere people from his industry would typically go.”

“Which might mean he’s meeting someone he doesn’t want to be seen with,” Nicole concluded.

They paid their driver and crossed the street, positioning themselves where they could see through the café window. Inside, Jack was already seated at a corner table, checking his watch impatiently.

“Look who just arrived,” Claire whispered, nodding toward the café entrance.

Ivy Billings, dressed in a simple but elegant black dress, her hair pulled back from her face, approached Jack’s table. Even from outside, Claire could read the tension in her posture—shoulders rigid, movements precise, and eyes constantly scanning the room, as if worried about being recognized.

“Let’s go in,” Nicole suggested. “If we ask for the right table, we might be able to hear them.”

The interior of Maison Marcel exuded understated luxury. Cream-colored walls, polished wood tables, and the gentle notes of classical music created an atmosphere of refined privacy. Claire and Nicole secured a table separated from Jack and Ivy by only a decorative plant screen, close enough to overhear while remaining hidden from view.

“...appreciate you meeting me discreetly,” Jack was saying, his voice low but audible. “The legal department is still finalizing the paperwork, but I wanted to discuss terms with you directly.”

Ivy leaned forward, her normally composed face animated with barely contained excitement. “It’s definite? The contract will transfer to me?”

“With Holly gone, Autumn Harvest Foods needs a new face for our traditional baking line,” Jack confirmed. “Your technical skills are actually superior to hers.”

Ivy looked surprised.

Jack smiled thinly. “Holly was a performer, not a master baker. Half the recipes she claimed as her own showed signs of a real professional. I always wondered who was really creating them.”

“When I worked as her assistant, she made me sign an iron-clad non-disclosure agreement,” Ivy said bitterly. “Five years of me developing recipes she took credit for, with no public recognition.”

“Well, that’s about to change,” Jack assured her, sliding a folder across the table. “These are the preliminary terms. The contract includes a cookbook, product development, and spokesperson duties for our heritage line.”

As Ivy examined the documents, her expression shifted between triumph and lingering anxiety. “This is... generous.”

“More generous than Holly’s deal,” Jack admitted. “Without her leverage, we can offer better terms.”

“Her leverage?” Ivy asked, glancing up sharply.

Jack’s expression darkened. “Let’s just say Holly had ways of ensuring favorable negotiations, methods I don’t expect you’ll employ.”

Nicole nudged Claire under the table, both recognizing the reference to Holly’s blackmail. Jack and Ivy continued discussing contract details, their conversation focused entirely on business opportunities created by Holly’s death rather than any suggestion they had caused it.

As the meeting ended, Nicole excused herself to use the restroom, timing her exit to “accidentally” bump into Ivy near the café’s entrance.

“Oh! I’m so sorry—it’s Ivy, right? Ivy Billings?” Nicole exclaimed with perfectly feigned surprise. “From the Cider Mill Farm competition.”

Ivy’s face flickered between alarm and attempted composure. “Yes, that’s right. You’re Nicole Summers, one of the judges.”

“What a coincidence. Are you in town for a baking event?”

“Just some personal business,” Ivy replied vaguely, her eyes darting toward Jack, who was settling the bill and hadn’t noticed the encounter.

“Well, I’m glad to see you’re doing okay after everything that happened,” Nicole said warmly. “The competition continuing after such tragedy must be stressful.”

“It’s an opportunity,” Ivy responded, a hint of ambition breaking through her careful facade. “Tragic circumstances, of course, but life goes on.”

“It certainly does,” Nicole agreed. “Are you feeling safe, though? After what happened to Holly, and then the attempt on your life...”

Fear flashed across Ivy’s face—raw and genuine. “I’m being careful,” she said quietly. “Very careful about what I eat and drink, and who I trust.”

Before Nicole could probe further, Jack appeared beside them, his expression carefully neutral as he recognized Nicole.

“Ms. Summers. What a surprise.”

“Just grabbing something to eat,” Nicole explained smoothly. “Lovely to see you both.”

When Nicole rejoined Claire outside, they compared observations while walking back toward the financial district.

“They’re definitely not grieving Holly’s death,” Claire noted.

“No, they’re capitalizing on it,” Nicole agreed, “but I don’t think they caused it. When I mentioned the attempt on Ivy’s life, she looked genuinely terrified.”

“Jack’s relieved to be free of Holly’s blackmail, and Ivy’s getting the recognition and contract she believes she deserves,” Claire summarized. “Opportunists, not killers.”

“Which leaves us with...” Nicole began.

“The Wilbys, Bree, Grace, or Thomas,” Claire finished. “Let’s hope Robby’s having luck with Bree.”
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The Commonwealth Avenue Garden created a peaceful oasis amid Boston’s urban landscape. Wrought-iron benches lined brick pathways that wound between carefully tended flower beds and ancient shade trees. Robby had chosen this location carefully—public enough that Bree would feel safe but private enough for serious conversation.

Bree Leeds perched nervously on the edge of a bench, her round face pale despite the warm afternoon sun. She wore a loose cardigan despite the mild temperature, as if needing an extra layer of protection against the world.

“Thank you for meeting me,” Robby said gently, sitting beside her but leaving some space between them. “I know you’re scared.”

“I shouldn’t be here,” Bree replied, her voice barely above a whisper. “If they find out I’m talking to you...”

“Who is ‘they,’ Bree?” Robby asked. “That’s what we need to know.”

Bree’s fingers twisted the strap of her purse. “I can’t... I told Claire I saw something, but I didn’t tell her everything.”

“We’ve discovered something important,” Robby said, choosing his words carefully. “There’s a historical connection to Holly’s death—an old recipe that can be healing or deadly, depending on how it’s prepared. The recipe has been in the Wilby family for generations.”

Bree’s eyes widened. “A recipe? Like... a poison?”

“A preservative that becomes toxic when made a certain way,” Robby explained. “We think Holly might have discovered it during her research for the competition.”

“And someone used it against her,” Bree whispered, realization dawning.

“But we need to know who, Bree. Without identifying the person responsible, others might be in danger. Like Ivy. Like you. Or Thomas.”

Tears welled in Bree’s eyes. “If I tell you, they might hurt me.”

“Or they might leave you alone once they know you’ve shared what you saw,” Robby countered gently. “Right now, your silence makes you valuable to them, but if the information is already out...”

Bree took a deep, shuddering breath. Then, staring at her hands, she began to speak.

“I saw more than I told Claire. Just before Holly’s presentation, I was coming back from the storage area and saw Patty Wilby at Holly’s workstation.”

“Patty?” Robby asked, working to keep surprise from his voice.

Bree nodded. “She was rearranging some display items and adjusting Holly’s tart. I didn’t think anything of it—she is the farm owner’s wife, always fussing over details to make everything perfect for the cameras.”

“But looking back...”

“She was alone with Holly’s food,” Bree said, her voice strengthening slightly, “for several minutes. Nobody else was watching.” The young woman shook her head violently. “After Holly collapsed, when everyone was running around trying to help her, I found a note in my bag.”

“The threatening note you mentioned to Claire?”

“Yes. It said, ‘Those who see too much share the same fate.’” Bree’s voice broke. “It had to be Patty who wrote it. She must have seen me watching her and realized I was a witness.”

“Or Glenn,” Robby suggested. “Could he have been involved too?”

“I don’t know,” Bree admitted, “but Patty was definitely alone with Holly’s tart right before she ate it.”

Robby reached out, gently touching Bree’s arm. “Thank you for telling me. This helps us understand what happened.”

“What do I do now?” Bree asked, fear evident in every line of her body. “I can’t go back to the farm.”

“You don’t have to,” Robby assured her, “but I think you should talk to Detective Fuller. He can offer protection, and your testimony could be crucial.”

Bree hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Okay, but will you come with me?”

“Of course,” Robby promised. “You’re not alone in this anymore.”
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It was late evening when Claire, Nicole, and Robby reconvened around the table in the backroom of Chocolate Dreams.

“It seems that Jack and Ivy are opportunists, not killers,” Claire summarized.

“They’re definitely benefiting from Holly’s death,” Nicole confirmed, “but their conversation seemed focused on business arrangements, not covering up a crime.”

“Meanwhile,” Robby interjected, “Bree confirmed that Patty Wilby was alone with Holly’s tart right before the presentation. She was supposedly ‘arranging display items’ but had plenty of opportunity to add something to it.”

“And it appears she left Bree a threatening note,” Claire added, connecting the pieces, “which means she saw Bree watching her and recognized the threat a witness posed.”

“The question is whether Glenn was involved,” Nicole said. “Was Patty acting alone, or was this a joint effort to protect the family’s dangerous knowledge?”

Claire tapped her fingers thoughtfully on the tabletop. “We know from the diary that Patience intended her knowledge to pass through generations of Wilby women. Patty would be the current keeper of those recipes.”

“And Holly, through her research, might have discovered the dangerous preserve recipe,” Robby continued. “If she planned to commercialize it without understanding its dual nature...”

“Patty might have felt compelled to stop her,” Claire finished. “Not just for business reasons, but to protect knowledge that was never meant to be public.”

“But how do we prove any of this?” Nicole asked.

Claire’s expression hardened. “We need the complete diary. The photographs I took are too partial and too fragmented. We need to go back to the farm one more time and properly document everything in Patience’s journal.”

“That’s risky,” Robby warned. “If Patty realizes how much we know...”

“We don’t have a choice,” Claire insisted. “The diary is the key that connects everything—the historical knowledge, the modern murder, and the motive. Without it, this is all just speculation.”

As darkness gathered outside the shop windows, the trio finalized their plan for one last visit to Cider Mill Farm. Claire felt that time was running short—not just for solving the case, but for their own safety. If Patty had killed once to protect her family’s secrets, she wouldn’t hesitate to act against anyone else who threatened to expose them.
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The eastern sky blazed with streaks of pink and gold as Claire steered her car along the winding country road toward Cider Mill Farm. Beside her, Nicole clutched a travel mug of coffee, her face still showing traces of sleepiness. The car’s headlights cut through lingering patches of ground fog that swirled around the fence posts and stone walls marking the boundaries of old New England properties.

Nicole broke the tense silence that had filled the car since they left Boston. “If Patty or Glenn catches us poking around that diary...”

Claire’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “We need proof, not just theories. Without that diary, we can’t definitively connect Holly’s death to Patience’s recipe.” She glanced at her friend. “It’s okay. You don’t have to come in with me. Wait in the car. I understand.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Nicole replied with a snort. “I’m not letting you face a potential murderer alone. Besides, two people scouting for a segment for Food and History is normal. One person wandering around solo looks suspicious.”

Their cover story had been carefully constructed—a legitimate request to film additional historical content focusing on colonial preservation techniques. The production company had even sent an official email the previous day, which would create a paper trail supporting their presence if questioned. Still, both women understood the risks involved in essentially breaking into the secret hiding place of evidence that could incriminate their hosts.

The farm came into view as they crested a small hill, its red barns and white farmhouse picturesque against the backdrop of autumn foliage. In the golden light of dawn, the property looked peaceful, even innocent.

“Not many people around yet,” Nicole observed as Claire parked near the main barn. A few staff members moved about in the distance, opening buildings and beginning morning chores.

They gathered their equipment—cameras, light reflectors, and notebooks that would support their cover story—and headed toward the main office, where they expected to check in with farm management. Grace Hall met them at the door, stifling a yawn. Her normally put-together appearance showed signs of hasty preparation—her blouse was slightly wrinkled and her hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail rather than her usual styling.

“You’re here awfully early,” Grace remarked, not quite managing to hide her annoyance as she checked their names against her clipboard.

“We wanted to catch the golden hour,” Claire explained, referencing the photographers’ term for early morning light. “It creates a magical effect, especially in historical settings. Our director specifically requested footage of the old barn in dawn light.”

Grace’s expression softened slightly at this professional explanation. “Well, you’re in luck regarding access. The Wilbys are away until this afternoon—Glenn’s meeting with insurance representatives in Boston, and Patty’s visiting her sister in Cambridge.”

Claire fought to keep her expression neutral, though her heart leapt at this unexpected news. “Oh? Well, we’ll try not to disturb anyone. We’re just scouting more locations and getting some establishing shots.”

“That’s fine,” Grace replied, her phone suddenly buzzing with an incoming call. She glanced at the screen and frowned. “Excuse me, I need to take this. Competition logistics crisis. You know your way around—just stay out of the areas marked private.”

As Grace stepped away to answer her call, Claire and Nicole exchanged small smiles. This window of opportunity seemed almost too perfect—no Wilbys on the property, Grace was distracted, and minimal staff was present. Either they were extraordinarily lucky, or this convenience masked a trap.

“Let’s move quickly,” Claire murmured as they headed across the grounds toward the old barn.

The old structure loomed larger in the morning light than Claire remembered. Weathered gray boards, warped by centuries of New England seasons, rose to a peaked roof patched in various places over the years. Unlike the cheerfully maintained main barn used for the competition, this building wore its history openly, each crack and repair telling stories of the generations who had worked within its walls.

Nicole pulled open the heavy wooden door, which creaked in protest. The scent of aged timber, old hay, and generations of use filled Claire’s nostrils as they stepped across the threshold.

“It feels different in here today,” Claire whispered, though no one was nearby to overhear. “More connected somehow.”

“Connected to what?” Nicole asked, setting down her camera bag.

“To Patience. To the past.” Claire ran her fingers along a rough-hewn beam. “Maybe it was wearing those colonial clothes yesterday during filming. It’s like... I can almost feel her presence more strongly now.”

Nicole gave her a concerned look. “Just don’t go into a trance before we find the diary, okay? We need to work fast.”

They moved purposefully toward the section of wall where they had previously discovered the hidden compartment. Claire’s fingertips tingled as she traced the edges of the wooden panels, finding the one that moved slightly under pressure. With greater confidence than before, she pressed in the specific pattern they had discovered, feeling it give as the old mechanism released.

The panel slid aside, revealing the small cavity within the wall. The musty scent of centuries-old secrets wafted out—paper, leather, and something vaguely herbal. Claire reached in carefully, her fingers closing around a bundle wrapped in deteriorating oilcloth. As she withdrew it, both women held their breath.

“I worried someone would have removed it from its hiding place,” Nicole whispered as Claire gently placed the package on a nearby workbench.

“Patience hid it well,” Claire replied, her hands trembling slightly as she unwrapped the protective covering. “We’re probably the first people to touch this since she sealed it away.”

The leather-bound journal that emerged looked remarkably preserved, protected from the elements by its hiding place and wrapping. Its cover was cracked with age but intact, the leather darkened to a rich mahogany by the passage of time. Claire opened it carefully, mindful of the fragile binding. Pages yellowed but still legible greeted them, covered in an elegant, flowing script.

“Let’s take it over there,” Nicole suggested, pointing to a corner where morning light streamed through a high window. “Better visibility, and we can keep an eye on the door.”

When they were settled, Claire carefully turned pages while Nicole positioned her camera to document each spread. The faded handwriting presented challenges, but they worked together to decipher the text.

“It’s organized by purpose,” Claire noted as they progressed through the volume. “Medicinal remedies, household preparations, seasonal applications... Patience was incredibly organized.”

“Look at this drawing,” Nicole said, pointing to a detailed sketch of an herb. “The precision is amazing for something created centuries ago.”

They continued through the journal, occasionally cross-referencing with Claire’s partial photographs from their previous visit. Then Claire stopped abruptly, her finger resting on a section header written in slightly larger script: “Preservatives for Uncertain Times.”

“This is it,” she breathed. “This has to be where she documented the recipe that killed Holly.”

The pages that followed contained detailed instructions for various preservation methods used during the Revolutionary War period. Claire read aloud from an entry:

“For the preservation of fruits when medicine and protection must combine, two paths diverge from the same beginning. The healing preserve requires three leaves of foxglove, never more, combined with yarrow, rosemary, and wild mint. The preparation brings ease to those with troubled hearts, steadying the rhythm when taken in proper measure.”

She turned the page, her voice dropping as she continued:

“The second path—to be walked only in direst need—alters both measure and method. Five leaves of foxglove, combined with nightshade berries crushed at the dark of moon, added to the fruit only after the third boiling. The mixture appears unchanged to the eye but transforms within the body. Effects manifest in minutes, beginning with discomfort in the throat, followed by difficulty in breathing. No remedy exists once consumed.”

Nicole stared at the page, her expression stunned. “Claire, this exactly matches Holly’s symptoms. And look—” she pointed to a small notation in the margin, “—she specifically mentions that this works most effectively with apples or pumpkins due to their acidity.”

“Just like Holly’s pumpkin tart,” Claire confirmed. Her heart raced as she carefully turned another page. Attached to the next sheet with ancient thread was a small, flattened envelope. Inside, visible through the fragile paper, were dried specimens of the herbs described in the recipe, preserved across centuries.

“Are those still... dangerous?” Nicole asked hesitantly.

“I don’t know,” Claire admitted, “but I wouldn’t want to test it.”

They continued reading, finding a section where Patience’s writing became more personal, almost like a diary rather than a recipe book:

“Today I have done what I once swore I would not. Captain Thorne and his men returned, more brutal than before, threatening to take our entire harvest and burn our home for ‘harboring rebel sympathies.’ With Eliza and the little ones hiding in the root cellar and William away with the militia, I alone stood between the Captain and our destruction. I offered him a gift—a jar of special preserve I claimed would bring favor from his superiors when shared at their table. His greed overcame his suspicion.”

Claire’s voice grew hushed as she continued:

“Word came this morning that the Captain died suddenly of a mysterious ailment. His lieutenant, more superstitious, has spread tales that our farm is cursed. For now, at least, the soldiers give our property wide berth. I carry the burden of this action, having weighed one life against the lives of my children and the land that must sustain us. I pray no Wilby woman after me will face such a choice, yet I record this knowledge faithfully, for in uncertain times, all defenses may become necessary.”

The journal continued with Patience’s establishment of strict rules governing the recipe’s use, emphasizing that this knowledge should pass only to Wilby women who understood both its healing potential and deadly danger:

“This knowledge I entrust to those who follow, daughters of my blood and name, to use only in dire necessity, when all that we love and have built stands in peril. The power to heal and the power to harm spring from the same source—the difference lies in the heart of the one who holds the knowledge.”

As Claire read these words aloud, the familiar pressure built at the base of her skull, accompanied by the burnt metal smell that heralded her strongest intuitions. The barn around her seemed to fade, replaced by a vivid vision unlike any she had experienced before.

Patience Wilby stood before her—not as a shadowy figure from the past, but as clearly as if she were physically present. Her face exactly matched the portrait hanging in the farmhouse, with the same high cheekbones and penetrating eyes that had characterized generations of Wilby women. She wore a simple colonial dress, her hair was partially covered by a linen cap, and she looked directly at Claire as if seeing her across the centuries.

“This knowledge I entrust to those who follow,” Patience said, her voice clear and resolute, “daughters of my blood and name, to protect what’s ours when all other recourse fails. Use it with wisdom and guard it with vigilance, for in these recipes lies both the power to heal and the power to destroy.”

“Claire? Claire!” Nicole’s voice broke through the vision, her hand gripping Claire’s arm tightly. “You went completely still. Are you with me?”

Claire blinked, the barn gradually coming back into focus around her. “I saw her, Nicole. Not just glimpses like before. She was right here, speaking directly to me.”

“What did she say?” Nicole asked, her skepticism tempered by concern.

Claire repeated Patience’s words, then added, “She used her knowledge to protect her family during war. Patience believed she was defending something precious from someone who would destroy or misuse it.”

As Nicole continued photographing the diary’s pages, ensuring each entry was properly documented, Claire carefully examined the remaining sections. The journal concluded with additional warnings about responsibility and a plea for future generations to judge wisely, when and if such knowledge should ever be used.

“We need to get this back exactly as we found it,” Claire said as Nicole finished her documentation. “Much as I hate to hide evidence, this diary is also a priceless historical document.”

“And admissible in court?” Nicole asked, powering down her camera.

“Ian will know,” Claire replied. “The photographs should be enough, especially combined with Bree’s testimony about seeing Patty near Holly’s workstation.”

They carefully rewrapped the journal in its oilcloth covering and returned it to its hiding place. Claire secured the panel back in its original position, testing it to ensure the hiding spot remained undetectable. Just as she stepped away from the wall, voices approached the barn door.

“Quick,” she whispered. “Camera angles.”

By the time two farm workers entered, Claire and Nicole were standing in the center of the barn, gesturing upward as if discussing lighting positions for their shoot.

“—could position the key light there,” Claire was saying loudly, “to capture the texture of those original beams.”

Nicole nodded in agreement. “The natural sidelight from these windows creates perfect historical ambiance.”

The workers nodded politely as they collected tools from a storage area, seemingly accepting the women’s presence as part of the authorized filming. After a few more minutes of pretend discussion, Claire and Nicole gathered their equipment and headed for the door.

“I think we’ve got what we need for now,” Claire said, and they headed back to the car.

As they drove away from Cider Mill Farm, they thought about their discovery. Patience’s secret had survived centuries, passed from mother to daughter as both blessing and burden. Now that same secret had emerged in the present day, the ancient recipe for protection transformed into a modern murder weapon.

Claire pulled over once they were safely out of sight of the farm and took out her phone. “I need to call Ian,” she said. “We have the evidence to understand both how and why Holly died.”

As she dialed, she looked back toward the distant farm buildings. The past and present had collided in that old barn—Patience’s world and Claire’s connected by a deadly recipe and the women who had used it to protect what they valued most. The final pieces of the case were falling into place, revealing a motive as old as the land itself.
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Fluorescent lights hummed overhead in Detective Ian Fuller’s office at the Boston Police Department and lit up the institutional beige walls and standard-issue furniture. Despite the uninspiring surroundings, Ian had created a space that reflected his personality—case files stacked precisely on his desk, reference books arranged by subject on the shelf behind him, and a bulletin board covered with crime scene photos and timeline notes relating to Holly Flynn’s death.

Claire, Nicole, and Robby sat in the visitor chairs facing Ian’s desk. After weeks of investigation, they had finally gathered enough evidence to present a theory of the crime.

Claire nodded toward the stack of folders on Ian’s desk. “I know you’re juggling multiple cases.”

Ian’s eyes softened as he looked at Claire. “This one’s a priority though, and you three have a knack for finding angles we might miss.” He stood, gesturing toward the door. “I’ve reserved the conference room next door. We’ll have more space to spread out your evidence there.”

The small conference room offered a welcome upgrade—a large table with actual elbow room, comfortable chairs, and a whiteboard covering one wall. Ian closed the door behind them, ensuring privacy for their discussion.

“Okay,” he said, leaning against the table. “Show me what you’ve got.”

Claire began unpacking her bag, laying out the materials—Nicole’s carefully labeled photographs of Patience’s diary, Robby’s notes from witness interviews, and her own timeline connecting historical events to Holly’s murder.

“We’ve discovered the probable murder weapon,” Claire said, her voice steady despite her excitement. “It’s a recipe—a colonial-era herbal preparation documented in Patience Wilby’s personal diary.”

Ian’s eyebrows rose slightly, but he remained silent, allowing Claire to continue.

“The diary contains two versions of a preserve recipe,” Claire explained, spreading out Nicole’s photographs. “One version was medicinal, used to treat heart ailments. The second version, using nearly identical ingredients but prepared differently, was deadly.”

Nicole leaned forward, pointing to specific images. “I’ve researched the herbs mentioned in the diary. The primary toxic components include foxglove, which contains digitalis glycosides that affect heart rhythm, and several native plants with similar properties. When prepared according to these instructions and combined with acidic fruits like pumpkin, they create a compound that’s virtually undetectable … until it’s too late.”

“The effects match Holly’s symptoms exactly,” Claire added. “Including the few seconds delay before onset, which explains why she collapsed during her presentation rather than some time afterwards.”

Robby shuffled through his interview notes. “And we have an eyewitness. Bree Leeds saw Patty Wilby near Holly’s workstation shortly before the fatal presentation, apparently ‘adjusting display items.’”

Ian studied the photographs, his detective’s mind processing this new information. “Has the forensic lab seen these details about the herbs?”

“No,” Claire admitted. “We only discovered the complete diary yesterday.”

Ian nodded, reaching for his phone. “Jenkins? Fuller here. I need you to rerun tests on the Flynn tart samples. Specifically looking for...” He glanced at Nicole’s notes, rattling off several plant compounds before hanging up.

“The lab already found unusual organic compounds,” Ian revealed, “but without knowing what to look for specifically, they couldn’t identify them.” He leaned back in his chair. “So, you’ve established the method, but we need to systematically assess each suspect. Motive and opportunity matter as much as means.”

He moved to the whiteboard, drawing a grid with suspect names down the left side and “Means,” “Motive,” and “Opportunity” across the top.

“Let’s start with Thomas Woodman,” Ian suggested, marker poised.

Claire considered the older baker. “Thomas definitely has botanical knowledge. He grows his own herbs and understands their properties. And he had motive—Holly stole his recipes and took credit for his work, destroying what should have been his legacy.”

“But his opportunity was limited,” Nicole countered. “As a fellow contestant, he was visible throughout the preparation period, and Bree specifically saw Patty, not Thomas, near Holly’s station.”

“Also, there’s nothing connecting him to the historical knowledge in Patience’s diary,” Robby added. “That recipe wasn’t common knowledge—it was a family secret.”

Ian made notes in the grid, then moved on. “Ivy Billings?”

“She definitely benefited from Holly’s death,” Robby said. “Jack offered her Holly’s contract with Autumn Harvest Foods, and she had insider knowledge of Holly’s recipes from years as her uncredited developer and assistant.”

“But she was also poisoned,” Claire pointed out.

“Could she have poisoned herself?” Ian asked. “A minor dose to divert suspicion?”

Nicole shook her head. “The medical reports indicate she nearly died. That’s an extreme risk just for misdirection.”

Ian updated the grid. “Jack Holden?”

“Strong motive,” Claire said firmly. “Holly was blackmailing him about food safety violations at his company. That threatened both his career and Autumn Harvest Foods’ reputation.”

“He has resources too,” Robby added, “corporate connections, money, and influence. He could have hired someone with the necessary botanical knowledge.”

Ian nodded, adding notes. “Grace Hall?”

“Actually,” Robby said slowly, “I discovered something interesting about Grace. She applied to Holly’s exclusive baking academy years ago and was publicly humiliated during her audition. Holly’s rejection effectively ended Grace’s baking career, forcing her to switch to event coordination.”

“That’s a powerful emotional motive,” Ian noted, writing on the board. “And as coordinator, she had access to every area of the competition, including ingredients and preparation spaces.”

“But again, no clear connection to Patience’s specific recipes,” Claire pointed out. “Those weren’t generally known outside the Wilby family.”

Finally, Ian wrote “Patty Wilby” on the board. The room fell silent as they all contemplated the farm owner’s wife.

“She has the strongest connection to the murder weapon,” Claire said finally. “As a Wilby woman, she would be the inheritor of Patience’s knowledge, passed down through generations.”

“And Bree saw her near Holly’s workstation at the critical time,” Robby added.

“She also had access to the herbs,” Nicole contributed. “We found them growing in the garden.”

Ian tapped his marker against the board. “But motive? Professional jealousy over a baking competition seems thin for murder, especially for someone with no criminal history.”

Claire frowned.

Ian set down the marker and walked to his desk, returning with a folder stamped “Confidential.”

“This may provide the answer,” he said, spreading several documents on the table. “These were recovered during our investigation of Autumn Harvest Foods’ connections to the case.”

Claire leaned forward, examining what appeared to be draft contracts and property assessments. As she read, her breath caught.

“Autumn Harvest Foods was planning to buy part of the farm,” she said, looking up with wide eyes, “the historical sections—the old barn, the herb garden, and the original farmhouse.”

“Not just buy,” Ian clarified, “transform. The plans outline a ‘heritage food experience’ featuring manufactured products based on traditional recipes. The working farm would become essentially a food theme park.”

“And Holly was helping broker this deal,” Nicole realized, pointing to a document with the social media star’s signature. “She was the connection between Jack and the Wilbys.”

“Glenn Wilby was considering the offer,” Ian continued. “The farm has financial difficulties, and this would have been a significant infusion of cash.”

“But Patty might not have known that Glenn was thinking of selling off part of the farm,” Claire said, the pieces finally clicking into place, “or if she did, she would have been devastated. This isn’t just property to her—it’s her ancestral heritage and her connection to Patience.”

“The herb garden contains plants likely descended from Patience’s original specimens,” Nicole added, her voice hushed with realization, “living connections to her ancestor, not just historical recreations.”

“And Holly wasn’t just trying to win a baking competition,” Robby said. “She was actively helping to dismantle and commercialize everything Patty’s family had preserved for generations.”

Claire sat back, a chill running through her as the parallel became clear. “Patience used her knowledge to protect the farm from British soldiers who threatened to take everything. Patty used the same knowledge to protect it from modern corporations threatening to do the same thing, just with contracts instead of weapons.”

Ian gathered the documents, his expression grim. “We have means, motive, and opportunity. Patty had the historical knowledge from Patience’s diary, access to the necessary herbs, and was observed tampering with Holly’s tart. Her motive was protecting her family’s centuries-old legacy from commercialization.”

“And the attempt on Ivy makes sense too,” Nicole added. “If Ivy was taking over Holly’s contract, she’d probably be continuing the threat to the farm.”

The room fell silent as they absorbed the full picture. Claire felt an odd mix of satisfaction at solving the puzzle and sadness at the tragic circumstances that had led to murder.

“What happens now?” she asked quietly.

Ian straightened. “Now I secure a search warrant for the Wilby property and residence. We’ll need to document the herbs growing in the garden and look for evidence of their preparation.”

He stepped out to make the necessary calls, leaving Claire, Nicole, and Robby alone in the conference room.

“I can’t help feeling some sympathy for Patty,” Nicole admitted. “Not for the murder—that was inexcusable—but for her desperate need to protect something irreplaceable.”

“It’s the parallel with Patience that gets me,” Claire said, studying the photographs of the old diary. “The same knowledge used for the same purpose centuries apart, protecting the farm from those who would take it.”

“History doesn’t just repeat itself,” Robby observed. “It echoes.”

Through the conference room window, Claire noticed dark clouds gathering on the horizon. A storm was moving in, much like the one about to break over Cider Mill Farm as the investigation reached its climax.

Ian returned, his face set with determination. “The warrant will be approved. I’m assembling a team to execute it this evening.” He paused, looking directly at Claire. “I need you three to stay clear while we handle this part. Patty’s desperate enough to have killed once and attempted to kill a second person. I don’t want you in the crossfire if she resists.”

Claire nodded reluctantly, knowing he was right but still feeling invested in seeing the case through to its conclusion.

“We’ll head back to the shop,” she promised, “but call us when it’s over?”

“You’ll be my first call,” Ian assured her. “The work the three of you did on this case has been invaluable. You connected dots we might never have seen.”

As they gathered their materials, Claire took one last look at the suspect grid on the whiteboard. The investigation had begun with a mysterious death at a pumpkin farm and led them through centuries of history to a woman using her ancestor’s knowledge to protect what she loved. The journey had been complex, but the truth was now clear—Patty Wilby had killed to preserve her heritage, using the very knowledge that made that heritage worth preserving.

Outside, the first drops of rain began to fall as Claire, Nicole, and Robby headed to the car. The confrontation was coming. The final piece of the case was about to fall into place.
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Cider Mill Farm blazed with autumn glory as Claire adjusted the collar of her colonial dress. The television production crew bustled around her, setting up the next shot for their Food and History special. Lighting technicians angled reflectors to capture the perfect golden hue of the afternoon sun, while sound engineers checked microphones and adjusted for the occasional rustle of fallen leaves stirred by the breeze.

Claire breathed deeply, savoring the crisp scent of apples and wood smoke that perfumed the air. Rows of pumpkins stretched toward the horizon, their orange flesh bright against the dark soil. Maple trees surrounding the property had transformed into living flames of red and gold, creating a picture-perfect backdrop for their filming.

Yet beneath this postcard beauty, Claire felt the constant hum of tension. She knew the dark secrets hiding beneath the farm’s picturesque surface—secrets of murder connected to centuries-old knowledge.

“That’s a wrap on the morning segment!” the director called, consulting her clipboard. “We’ll move equipment to the barn for the afternoon shoot. Everyone take forty-five minutes, then meet at the east entrance.”

Claire rolled her shoulders, stiff from maintaining her posture during the morning’s filming. The heavy fabric of her costume trapped heat despite the cool air. Nicole stood near the monitor tent, deep in conversation with the director about the footage they’d captured, while Robby headed toward the farmhouse to change into different historical attire for the next segment.

“I’m going to stretch my legs,” Claire called to Nicole, who acknowledged her with a quick wave without breaking her conversation.

As she walked away from the busy production area, Claire’s mind returned to her conversation with Ian the previous evening. He was preparing search warrants based on their evidence against Patty Wilby but had asked them to proceed with the scheduled filming to avoid alerting anyone to the imminent police action.

“Just act normal,” he’d instructed. “Complete your professional obligations while we finalize the paperwork. We’ll move in this evening.”

The continued absence of the Wilbys from their property seemed increasingly suspicious. Glenn had cited meetings in Boston, while Patty supposedly visited her sister in Cambridge—convenient alibis that kept them away.

Claire followed a winding dirt path behind the farmhouse, moving away from the areas she’d already explored during previous visits. The trail narrowed as it curved into a wooded section, branches from apple trees forming a canopy overhead. Unlike the maintained public areas, this path showed fewer signs of regular use—grass growing between the dirt tracks and fallen branches left where they landed.

After several minutes of walking, Claire noticed a small clearing ahead. At its entrance stood a weathered wooden sign with carved letters reading “Living History Garden - Staff Only.” Immediately, a familiar pressure built at the base of her head, accompanied by the burnt metal smell that always signaled her intuition activating. She’d come across something important.

Despite the warning sign, Claire stepped past the entrance and into the clearing. Ancient stone walls surrounded a garden unlike any other she’d seen on the property. Where the public herb garden featured decorative plantings arranged for visual appeal, this space had been designed for practical use. Raised beds formed a geometric pattern that Claire recognized from historical texts on colonial gardening. Each bed contained carefully labeled plants, the markers including both common and scientific names.

Moving deeper into the garden, Claire observed how the beds were organized by purpose: “Culinary,” “Medicinal,” “Household,” and—her heart quickened—a small section marked “Historical Study Only - Toxic.”

This section drew her forward like a magnet. The plants growing there matched the descriptions from Patience’s diary exactly—foxglove with its tall stalks and bell-shaped purple flowers, dark nightshade berries glistening in the sunlight, the distinctive hooded blooms of monkshood, and several native species she couldn’t immediately identify. Each plant appeared carefully tended, the soil around them freshly turned and free of weeds.

Nearby, a small wooden table held garden tools—specialized pruning shears, small harvesting scissors, and drying racks where herb cuttings had been laid out in careful rows. A leather-bound log rested open on the table, its pages filled with meticulous notes in a flowing hand. Claire leaned closer, reading entries that documented planting dates, harvesting times coordinated with lunar phases, and detailed observations on potency.

One entry caught her eye: “Foxglove harvested during waning moon shows increased efficacy when prepared according to traditional method. Five leaves rather than three produces the stronger effect described in P.W.’s notes.”

P.W.—Patience Wilby. Claire’s fingers traced the writing, noting how the language echoed the diary she’d found in the barn.

The crunch of footsteps on the path behind her broke her concentration. Claire turned quickly to find Grace Hall standing at the garden entrance, her expression shifting from surprise to resignation.

Grace wore gardening clothes—sturdy canvas pants, mud-spattered boots, and a soil-stained apron with specialized herb-cutting tools protruding from the pockets. Her typically perfect hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing makeup, revealing freckles across her nose and cheeks.

“This area is marked private,” Grace said, her voice level but carrying an edge of wariness. “Staff only.”

Claire offered an apologetic smile. “I was exploring during our break and got curious. This garden is fascinating—so different from the decorative one shown to visitors.”

Something in Grace’s posture relaxed slightly at Claire’s evident interest. “That’s because this isn’t for show. It’s a working historical garden.”

“You’ve designed it in the colonial style,” Claire observed. “The geometric layout and the raised beds—it’s exactly like the illustrations I’ve studied for our program.”

Professional pride flickered across Grace’s face, momentarily overcoming her caution. “That was intentional. Colonial gardens weren’t about aesthetics—they were functional spaces organized for efficient use.”

Claire gestured to the plants. “The historical accuracy is impressive.”

Grace moved further into the space, her hand reaching out to gently touch a rosemary plant with the familiarity of someone greeting an old friend.

“I established this collection when I first came to work at the farm five years ago,” she explained, her voice warming. “The tourist-friendly herb garden by the main barn is nice, but it’s mostly modern varieties selected for visual appeal. This space is different. These are heritage strains, some propagated from plants that have grown in this region for centuries.”

Claire nodded encouragingly, sensing Grace’s passion for the subject. “That must have required a lot of research.”

“Colonial herbalism has been a personal interest of mine for years,” Grace said, moving between the beds. “Most people don’t realize how sophisticated their knowledge was—plants for medicine, household use, preservation, and even protection.”

“Protection?” Claire prompted.

“From pests, spoilage, illness,” Grace elaborated, and then added with a slight edge, “and threats.”

Claire pretended to examine a plant while watching Grace’s reactions. “I’ve been reading about historical preservation techniques for our show. I saw some old farm records that mentioned special recipes used here centuries ago.”

Grace froze momentarily, her fingers stilling on a sage leaf before she carefully resumed her movements. “The farm has extensive historical documentation.”

“Especially about preservation recipes,” Claire added, watching closely.

Grace’s eyes darted involuntarily toward the toxic plant section before she smoothly changed the subject. “The medicinal herbs are particularly interesting. Settlers blended European traditions with Native American plant knowledge to create unique remedies.”

They continued walking through the garden, with Grace gradually revealing more about her cultivation methods. She described sourcing rare heritage seeds, following planting schedules based on almanacs from the 1700s, and harvesting according to lunar cycles just as colonial herbalists had done.

“Most modern people scoff at moon-phase harvesting,” Grace said, a hint of bitterness entering her voice, “but our ancestors understood subtle influences we’ve forgotten in our rush to commercialize everything.”

“It seems you have a deep connection to these traditions,” Claire observed.

Grace’s expression softened. “These plants represent knowledge passed down through generations of women—knowledge that modern society has undervalued. Healers became ‘witches,’ specialized skills became ‘old wives’ tales,’ and corporations repackage traditional wisdom as ‘innovative’ products while erasing the women who preserved these traditions through the centuries.”

The anger in Grace’s voice surprised Claire. This wasn’t just professional interest—this seemed personal.

“It must be frustrating to see historical traditions exploited,” Claire said carefully.

“Exploited and corrupted,” Grace agreed, her tone hardening. “Companies take something authentic, process it into something artificial, slap a quaint label on it, and sell it to people who have no understanding of its origins or significance.”

Claire decided to take a risk. “Like Holly’s approach to traditional recipes?”

Grace’s expression darkened momentarily before smoothing into careful neutrality. “Holly was talented at marketing tradition, yes.”

“Her pumpkin tart seemed inspired by historical recipes,” Claire pressed gently, “almost as if she’d found inspiration in old preservation methods.”

Grace looked directly at Claire, her eyes sharp with sudden intensity. “Some knowledge isn’t meant to be packaged and sold, Claire. Patience understood that certain gifts from the earth have to be respected, not exploited.”

The mention of Patience—without Claire having brought up her name—confirmed Grace’s familiarity with the family’s private history.

“Knowledge can be both valuable and dangerous,” Claire agreed, watching Grace carefully.

“Exactly.” Grace glanced at her watch. “I should get back. The afternoon filming session will begin soon, and I need to coordinate with the catering team.”

As she turned to leave, Grace paused at the garden entrance. “The thing about historical knowledge is knowing which traditions are meant to be shared and which are meant to stay buried. Not everyone understands the difference until it’s too late.”

The subtle warning hung in the air as Grace disappeared down the path, leaving Claire alone among the herbs that had played a role in Holly Flynn’s death.

Claire quickly pulled out her phone, photographing the toxic plant section, the garden log, and the layout of the beds. The physical evidence was now complete—this garden contained all the plants needed to create the deadly preserve, actively maintained by someone with both the knowledge and apparent motive to use them.

But Grace’s involvement complicated the picture they’d constructed. Her surprising knowledge of Patience’s history, her bitterness toward commercial exploitation of traditions, and her evident skill with exactly the plants used in the murder weapon added a new dimension to the case.

Was Grace working with Patty? Did she have her own agenda?

Claire composed a quick text to Ian:

Found source of poison—hidden garden behind farmhouse. Grace Hall maintains it. She knows about Patience and the diary. Photographing evidence now.




As she pressed send, a twig snapped somewhere behind her. Claire whirled around but saw only empty garden beds and stone walls. Had someone been watching her conversation with Grace? Or was it just a woodland animal moving through the underbrush?

Claire hurried back along the path toward the production area, where crew members now bustled with activity. The afternoon filming would begin soon, and she needed to change into her next costume.

As she reached the edge of the woods, Claire paused to look back at the hidden garden. She’d found the source of the murder weapon, a living collection of deadly knowledge preserved through centuries, but as the investigation reached its critical phase, one question remained: whose hands had actually wielded that knowledge to kill?

The answer lay somewhere among the tangled relationships and buried secrets of Cider Mill Farm—secrets that, like certain herbs in that garden, became deadly when combined in the right way.
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Dusk settled over the farm like a purple velvet cloak, changing the familiar landscape into something mysterious. Long shadows stretched across the property as the last golden rays of sunlight gilded the treetops. The production crew bustled about, packing cameras and sound equipment into vans, their voices carrying across the quiet evening air as they called instructions and confirmed tomorrow’s schedule.

Claire stood near the herb garden where they had filmed their final segment, still dressed in her colonial costume. The heavy linen dress and cap felt oddly appropriate as twilight blurred the boundaries between present and past. She pretended to examine the plantings while actually watching for Grace Hall, using her phone to snap occasional photos as if documenting herbs for the show.

“Getting some extra shots for social media?” Nicole asked, approaching with her jacket slung over her shoulder after changing out of her own costume.

“Something like that,” Claire replied. “You can head back with Robby if you want. I think I’ll stay a bit longer to catch the golden hour light.”

Nicole gave her a knowing look. “You’re hoping to talk to Grace again, aren’t you?”

Claire nodded. “After finding that Living History Garden this morning, I have more questions than answers.”

“Be careful,” Nicole cautioned, lowering her voice. “If she’s involved with the poisonings...”

“If I get a chance to talk to her, I’ll text you right after,” Claire promised.

As Nicole headed toward the parking area, Claire positioned herself where she would naturally intercept Grace when she emerged from the farmhouse. The quality of dusk—neither fully day nor night—matched Claire’s sense of the investigation hanging between discovery and resolution.

Her patience was rewarded when Grace appeared on the farmhouse porch. Even after a long day, Grace maintained her professional appearance—her navy blouse still crisp and her posture straight as she checked items off her list. Only the loosened strands of hair suggested the day’s toll.

Claire waved casually, as if just noticing her. “What a day. I think that was our best filming session yet.”

Grace looked up, a flash of wariness crossing her features before professional courtesy took over. “The footage should be excellent. The director seemed pleased.”

“The lighting was perfect,” Claire agreed, walking closer. “I’m just capturing a few more shots while the light’s still good.” She gestured to her colonial outfit. “Seems a shame to change when everything looks so authentic right now.”

Grace’s expression softened slightly. “The costume suits you. It’s not just the clothing—you have a way of carrying yourself that feels true to the period.”

“Thank you,” Claire said, genuinely touched. “I’ve spent so much time researching colonial women for our show that sometimes I feel like I could step back into their world and understand it.”

This comment struck a chord with Grace, who visibly relaxed. “That’s exactly how I feel about this farm. From the first day I arrived, there was a familiarity to it, as if the land recognized me somehow.”

Claire saw the perfect opening. “I’ve experienced that sensation at certain historical sites. That connection to the past is what drew me to hosting Food and History.”

Grace hesitated, looking around at the darkening farm. Most of the crew had departed, and they stood almost alone amid the colonial herb garden.

“This wasn’t just a job opportunity for me,” Grace admitted, her voice softening. “Coming here was more like... returning.”

Claire tilted her head questioningly, encouraging Grace to continue.

“Would you like to walk? The gardens are lovely at dusk,” Grace suggested, clearly more comfortable moving than standing still for such a personal conversation.

They began a slow circuit of the public gardens, their footsteps crunching softly on the gravel paths. Above them, the first stars appeared in the deepening blue sky.

“My connection to this place goes deeper than my resume suggests,” Grace continued after they had walked in silence for a moment. “My maternal grandmother’s maiden name was Wilby.”

Claire looked surprised. “You’re related to the farm owners?”

Grace nodded, her face illuminated by the subtle glow of landscape lighting now activating along the pathways. “Distantly. My grandmother married, changed her name, and moved away from the area. I grew up hearing stories about the family farm, though—tales about my ancestors and the special knowledge passed through generations of Wilby women.”

“That must have created a powerful connection for you,” Claire prompted gently.

“It did.” Grace touched a rosemary plant as they passed, her fingers gently bruising a leaf to release its fragrance. “I worked in corporate marketing for a little while, but it always felt empty. When my grandmother passed away, I found myself drawn to reconnect with my roots. I looked up the farm, discovered they needed an event coordinator, and applied.”

“Did Glenn and Patty know about your family connection?”

“Not at first,” Grace admitted. “I wasn’t sure how they’d react to a distant relative suddenly appearing. Once I’d established myself here, I shared the truth with them. Patty was particularly moved—she has strong feelings for family connections.”

As they continued walking, Grace’s voice grew more animated, and she gestured frequently as she spoke about the farm.

“This place isn’t just a tourist attraction or a business,” she said, pointing to the historic buildings silhouetted against the darkening sky. “It’s a living connection to centuries of knowledge and tradition. Every plant in these gardens, every recipe preserved through generations, and every technique passed from mother to daughter—they form an unbroken chain back to colonial times.”

Claire recognized the same enthusiasm she’d observed in Patty when discussing the farm’s history. The family resemblance suddenly seemed obvious—not just in Grace’s physical features, but in the intensity of her devotion to heritage.

“Modern companies don’t understand,” Grace continued, her voice hardening. “They see traditional knowledge as something to package and sell. They take authentic practices developed over centuries, water them down, add chemicals, and market them as ‘inspired by tradition’—while the real traditions die out because no one values them properly.”

“It must be frustrating to see historical traditions exploited that way,” Claire said, echoing their earlier conversation but hoping to draw out more specific information.

“Especially when someone threatens to expose knowledge that was never meant for commercial use,” Grace replied, her expression darkening.

Claire seized the opening. “Was Holly interested in the farm’s historical records?”

Grace stopped walking, turning to face Claire directly. In the gathering darkness, her expression was difficult to read, but her posture communicated tension.

“Holly Flynn was never just interested in baking competitions,” Grace said after a long moment. “She was a businesswoman first and foremost, always looking for content that would generate views and sponsorships.”

“I understand she was researching traditional recipes for the competition,” Claire prompted.

“She found more than recipes,” Grace replied, her voice dropping lower. “During her research visits, she discovered references to Patience’s diary and its... special formulations. Instead of respecting the sensitive nature of that knowledge, she began developing a sensationalized television special.”

“What kind of special?” Claire asked, though she suspected the answer.

“‘Deadly Recipes: America’s Dark Culinary Secrets,’” Grace quoted with evident disgust, “‘a lurid exploration of historical poisons disguised as food.’” She wanted to feature Patience’s story prominently—including the toxic preserve recipes—positioning our ancestor as some kind of colonial poisoner.”

Claire’s mind raced. “That would have brought a lot of attention to the farm.”

“Unwanted attention,” Grace emphasized, “not just to our history, but to the fact that those same herbs still grow here. Can you imagine the sensationalist coverage? The accusations? The authorities questioning our gardening practices?”

She shook her head. “Worse, Holly approached Glenn with a production company’s offer. A substantial amount that would help with the farm’s financial difficulties, but at the cost of turning our family history into a sideshow attraction.”

“How did Glenn and Patty react?” Claire asked, carefully keeping her tone conversational despite her racing pulse.

“Glenn was tempted by the money,” Grace admitted. “The farm struggles financially, especially in maintaining the historical sections properly. But Patty...” She trailed off, looking toward the distant farmhouse. “Patty was horrified. This knowledge has been protected by Wilby women for generations. Making it public, especially in such a sensationalized way, violated everything she believed in.”

“It must have created tension between them,” Claire suggested.

“More than tension.” Grace’s voice had taken on a strange quality—part sadness, part steel. “It threatened everything we value, the land, the knowledge, and the connection to our ancestors. Sometimes protecting what’s ours requires difficult choices.”

The phrase “protecting what’s ours” sent a chill through Claire, echoing Patience’s words from her vision. She fought to keep her expression neutral, though her heart hammered hard.

Before she could frame another question, a voice called from the direction of the farmhouse.

“Grace! The production coordinator needs your signature on tomorrow’s schedule.”

Grace looked torn, clearly reluctant to end their conversation. “I have to go,” she said with genuine regret. “This has been a fascinating historical discussion. Perhaps we can continue tomorrow?”

“I’d like that,” Claire replied, keeping her tone light despite the seriousness of what she’d learned.

As Grace hurried toward the farmhouse, Claire remained in the garden. Grace’s revelation about Holly’s planned TV special provided yet another motive for murder—not just protecting the farm from commercial development, but preventing the exposure of centuries-old secrets still preserved on the property.

The sound of footsteps crunching on gravel announced Robby’s approach. His familiar silhouette materialized from the gathering darkness, his expression eager.

“There you are! Nicole said you were grilling Grace for more information.” His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ve been doing some investigating of my own.”

“What did you find?” Claire asked, leading him further from the farmhouse where they wouldn’t be overheard.

“I volunteered to return some props to the old barn,” Robby explained. “I used it as a chance to check out the area around that Living History Garden you discovered. There’s a small shed behind the stone wall—completely hidden unless you know to look for it.”

His enthusiasm was palpable as he continued. “Inside, I found drying racks full of harvested herbs. And get this—a logbook recording exactly which plants were collected and when. The handwriting matches samples of Patty’s writing I saw on scheduling notes in the farmhouse.”

“What kinds of herbs?” Claire asked intently.

“All the toxic ones you mentioned from Patience’s recipe,” Robby confirmed. “Foxglove, nightshade, monkshood—the works. And Claire, the harvest dates align perfectly with both Holly’s death and the attempt on Ivy’s life.”

Claire felt a surge of excitement. “Did you document it?”

“Photos of everything,” Robby confirmed, patting his pocket. “Not great quality in the dim light, but definitely readable.”

“We should go,” Claire said, suddenly aware of how dark it had become. The farm had emptied of production crew, leaving them virtually alone on the property. “Let’s meet Nicole at the car. I’ll text her.”

As they walked toward the parking area, Claire described her conversation with Grace, including the revelation about Holly’s planned television special and Grace’s family connection to the Wilbys.

“Grace is actually a distant relative working to protect the family legacy,” Robby summarized, “and Holly was planning to expose Patience’s poisonous recipes in a TV show that would have brought unwanted attention to the herbs still growing here.”

“Exactly,” Claire confirmed. “Add that to your discovery that Patty recently harvested those same toxic herbs...”

“And we have a pretty clear picture,” Robby finished.

They reached the car where Nicole waited, engine running and heater blasting against the evening chill. As Claire slid into the passenger seat, she experienced a moment of perfect clarity—the final connections in the case suddenly becoming apparent.

“I think we have a good idea who killed Holly and why,” she announced as Robby climbed into the back. “I feel strongly that Patty is the killer.”

Claire said, “Tomorrow’s our final filming day. I think it’s time to set a trap using Patience’s own recipe as bait.”

As they drove away from the farm, Claire looked back through the rear window. The farmhouse windows glowed warmly against the night sky, a picture of rustic tranquility that masked the tangled web of family loyalty, historical secrets, and deadly knowledge connecting its inhabitants.

Tomorrow, they would unravel that web completely. The truth about Holly Flynn’s death—and the centuries of history leading to it—was finally within reach.
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The competition space had been transformed overnight, creating a perfect blend of colonial authenticity and modern filming practicality. Antique copper pots hung from iron hooks alongside wooden spoons worn smooth by centuries of use. Baskets of fresh apples and pumpkins added splashes of autumn color to the rustic wooden tables. Yet amid this historical scene, modern cameras on tracks and boom microphones hovered just out of frame, ready to capture the final segment of the Food and History special.

Claire adjusted the cap of her colonial costume, the fabric stiff against her forehead. Her heart thumped rapidly, though she maintained an outward appearance of calm. Today’s demonstration would be more than television content—it would be a carefully laid trap.

“Five minutes until the production meeting,” called the assistant director as she hurried past.

Nicole approached, carrying two steaming mugs of coffee. She wore a simple colonial dress similar to Claire’s.

“Here,” she said quietly, handing Claire a mug. “You look like you need this. Did you sleep at all last night?”

“Barely,” Claire admitted, sipping the strong brew gratefully. “I kept going over the plan, thinking about what could go wrong.”

“Ian said his officers will be in position,” Nicole murmured, eyes scanning the busy kitchen to ensure no one overheard. “The trap is solid.”

Robby joined them, adjusting the collar of his historical waistcoat. “The director’s gathering everyone by the main table. Time to set the plan in motion.”

Claire nodded, squaring her shoulders. The three friends moved toward the cluster of people forming near the center of the kitchen, where the director was reviewing the day’s schedule.

“We’ll start with the final judging segment in the barn, break for lunch, then film Claire and Nicole’s preservation demonstration here in the kitchen,” she was saying, pointing to various items on his clipboard. “Standard colonial apple preserve recipe, right, Claire?”

Claire cleared her throat. “Actually, I’d like to propose a small change to the script.”

All eyes turned to her. She noticed Grace Hall standing near the back of the group. Most surprising was Patty Wilby’s presence—the first time she’d appeared at a filming since Claire and Nicole discovered the diary.

“Instead of a generic recipe,” Claire continued with calculated casualness, “I’ve discovered something much more special through my research—Patience Wilby’s authentic preserve recipe that dates back to the Revolutionary War.”

The director’s eyes lit up immediately. “That sounds fantastic. A much stronger connection to this specific location.”

“Exactly,” Claire agreed, warming to her subject with genuine enthusiasm despite the ulterior motive. “Patience documented a special preservation method that combines fruit with specific herbs grown right here on the property. There’s a fascinating historical story behind the herb mixture too, as it was used during the Revolutionary War when British soldiers threatened the farm.”

As she spoke, Claire watched the reactions of the farm staff from her peripheral vision. Grace’s knuckles whitened around her clipboard, her posture stiffening. Patty’s face remained impressively neutral, but her eyes—sharp and focused—never left Claire’s face.

“I’d like to use herbs from the Living History Garden,” Claire added, “to ensure complete historical accuracy.”

At this, Grace and Patty exchanged a quick, alarmed glance.

“That sounds perfect,” the director enthused, oblivious to the undercurrents. “We can emphasize the farm-to-table aspect that’s been maintained for centuries. When can you set up?”

“I’ll need to prepare the base mixture this afternoon,” Claire explained. “The historical recipe requires overnight steeping of the herbs to achieve the proper potency. We’ll film the final cooking demonstration tomorrow morning.”

“Brilliant. Authenticity is exactly what our viewers love.” The director turned to her assistant. “Make sure Claire has everything she needs.”

Throughout the remainder of the meeting, Claire maintained the delicate balance between enthusiasm for the historical content and careful observation of Patty and Grace. Patty’s composed expression never cracked, though her eyes followed Claire’s every movement like a predator. Grace’s reaction was more visible—a flush rising to her cheeks when Claire listed the specific herbs she planned to use.

When the meeting concluded, Claire caught Nicole’s eye and gave a subtle nod. Phase one of their plan had succeeded. The bait was set.
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That afternoon, Claire worked methodically at her preservation station in the competition kitchen. She arranged the tools of 18th-century food preservation with careful attention to historical accuracy—a well-worn mortar and pestle, a copper preserving pan with a darkened patina, glass storage jars with wax seals, and linen straining cloths.

Most importantly, she placed several bundles of herbs prominently beside her workspace, each tied with twine and labeled with both common and botanical names in flowing script. Thanks to Nicole’s botanical research, these herbs—while similar in appearance to those used in Patience’s deadly recipe—were completely harmless varieties.

A small documentary crew filmed her preparations for behind-the-scenes content, providing the perfect opportunity to publicly establish her intentions.

“These herbs are central to Patience Wilby’s special preserve,” Claire explained to the camera as she arranged the bundles. “When combined with certain fruits, they develop properties that made her preserves famous throughout the region.”

She crushed a sprig of mint between her fingers, releasing its fragrance. “This knowledge was closely guarded by the Wilby women for generations. I’m honored to recreate it using the original methods.”

After the crew finished filming, Claire made a show of carefully measuring ingredients into a large ceramic bowl, pouring in liquid from an antique bottle, and covering the mixture with a cloth.

“This needs to steep undisturbed until tomorrow morning,” she announced to the staff still present in the kitchen. “Please make sure no one disturbs this area overnight.”

As the production team dispersed for the evening, Claire spotted Patty standing in the doorway, speaking with Grace but with her eyes fixed on Claire’s preparation station. Their gazes met briefly, and Claire felt a chill run over her skin at the cold calculation she saw in the woman’s eyes.

Now came the most dangerous part.
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Darkness had fallen completely over Cider Mill Farm by the time Claire, Nicole, and Robby returned. They’d driven away at sunset, circled back on country roads, and parked half a mile away, approaching the property on foot through fields silvered by moonlight.

Ian Fuller and two plainclothes officers met them at the agreed location—an equipment shed with clear sightlines to the kitchen building.

“Everyone clear on positions?” Ian asked, his voice barely above a whisper. He wore dark clothing that blended into the shadows, his badge and gun concealed but accessible.

“Robby and Officer Clark take the north side behind those barrels,” he continued. “Nicole and Officer Peterson by the delivery entrance. Claire, you’re with me at the south corner where we can see through the main windows.”

They moved to their positions. A half-moon hung in the sky, providing just enough illumination to navigate without flashlights. The farm had transformed into a landscape of deep shadows and silver highlights, familiar buildings looking almost strange in the darkness.

From their hiding place behind stacked apple crates, Claire and Ian had a perfect view of the kitchen’s entrance and main windows. An owl hooted in the distance, while occasional rustles in the nearby orchard suggested night animals going about their business.

“What if I’m wrong?” Claire whispered after an hour of silent waiting. “What if nobody comes?”

“Then we pack up and try something else,” Ian replied simply, “but your theory makes sense. If Patty or Grace killed to protect this secret, then the killer can’t risk you publicly revealing it tomorrow.”

Claire hugged her knees to her chest, trying to stay warm in the autumn night’s chill. Her colonial costume had been exchanged for practical dark jeans and a black sweater, but the temperature dropped steadily as midnight approached.

Their phones remained on silent, occasional text messages from Nicole and Robby confirming all remained quiet at their positions. Ian sat motionless beside her, his stillness that of a professional law enforcement officer rather than Claire’s fidgety discomfort.

Just after midnight, when the farm had been completely silent for hours, Ian’s hand closed gently around Claire’s wrist. “Movement,” he breathed, “by the staff parking area.”

Claire peered into the darkness. A figure moved slowly toward the kitchen building—someone of medium height wearing dark clothing, their features indistinguishable in the shadows. The person approached the door, produced a key, and slipped inside.

Through the windows, Claire could see the beam of a flashlight moving around the interior, deliberately kept low to avoid attention from outside.

Was it Patty? Or Grace?

Ian tapped a message on his phone, alerting the others. “We wait,” he whispered to Claire. “Need to catch them in the act, not just entering the building.”

The minutes crawled by, each second stretching painfully as Claire strained to see through the windows. Finally, the flashlight beam steadied on her workstation. The figure moved fully into view, illuminated by moonlight streaming through the kitchen windows.

Patty Wilby stood at the preparation table, her face set in determination as she emptied Claire’s herb mixture into a garbage bag. Her movements were precise and thorough—disposing of the herb bundles, wiping down the equipment, and removing all traces of the preparation.

“That’s it,” Ian murmured, rising to a crouch. “She’s destroying evidence. Let’s move.”

He sent a final text, and the team converged on the kitchen from three directions. Ian approached the main door, gesturing for Claire to stay behind him as he eased it open.

The sudden flood of flashlight beams caught Patty in mid-motion, a bundle of herbs clutched in her hand.

“Boston Police Department,” Ian announced firmly. “Please step away from the table, Mrs. Wilby.”

Patty froze, blinking in the sudden light. For a moment, she appeared genuinely confused, as if unable to process how she’d been discovered.

“I was just checking on the competition facilities,” she attempted, her voice steady despite her obvious predicament. “I noticed some ingredients left out that might spoil...”

“We’ve been watching you for the past fifteen minutes,” Ian replied calmly. “You’ve systematically destroyed Claire’s historical recipe preparation. Why would you do that unless you knew what it represented?”

Patty’s eyes darted around the room, taking in Claire, Nicole, and Robby standing with the officers. The futility of denial gradually registered on her face.

“You set a trap,” she said flatly, looking directly at Claire, then Nicole and Robby. “You never intended to actually make the recipe.”

“No,” Claire confirmed. “We needed to confirm who was trying to protect Patience’s secret.”

Something shifted in Patty’s demeanor—the desperate anxiety giving way to resignation. She straightened her shoulders, her bearing suddenly like the portrait of Patience that hung in the farmhouse.

“I did what was necessary to protect what’s ours,” she said simply, “just as Patience did in her time.”

Ian stepped forward. “Patricia Wilby, you’re under arrest for the murder of Holly Flynn and the attempted murder of Ivy Billings.” He proceeded to read her rights as one of the officers gently took her arms to apply handcuffs.

Patty submitted to the process with surprising calm, her expression almost peaceful now that the struggle was over. As the officers led her toward the door, she paused, looking back at the farm kitchen bathed in moonlight.

“For centuries, Wilby women have protected this land and its secrets,” she said, her voice steady. “I couldn’t let Holly destroy what generations had preserved.”

Claire felt a mix of emotions as she watched Patty being escorted to a waiting police car—satisfaction at having help solve the case, but also sadness at the tragic connections of history, family loyalty, and modern pressures that had led to murder.

“She really believed she was doing the right thing,” Nicole murmured, coming to stand beside Claire.

“Just like Patience,” Claire agreed. “Using the same knowledge for the same reason—to protect the farm from those who threatened it.”

They followed Ian outside, where the night air carried the scent of apples and earth. Patty glanced back one final time before being placed in the police car, her eyes taking in the farm that had been in her family for generations—and would now continue without her.

Claire stood in the doorway of the kitchen, her figure silhouetted against the interior light. The colonial costume she’d worn earlier that day seemed to hover like a ghost in her mind, creating a bridge between past and present.

Moonlight bathed the scene in silver—illuminating both Claire and the space where Patience’s deadly recipe had nearly emerged again into the modern world, a fitting conclusion to a mystery that had bridged centuries, connecting a colonial herbalist’s desperate protection of her home to her descendant’s equally desperate act in the present day.

The circle was complete.
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The interview room at the Boston Police Department bore no resemblance to the rustic charm of Cider Mill Farm. Harsh fluorescent lighting buzzed overhead, with a clinical glow that emphasized every crack in the beige walls. A metal table was bolted to the floor and four mismatched chairs filled the small space. A large two-way mirror dominated one wall.

Claire sat in the small room on the other side of the two-way window, watching as Ian arranged a digital recorder and several folders on the table. The difference between this modern, official atmosphere and the centuries-old secrets of the farm struck her. The colonial-era knowledge that had remained hidden for generations was about to be exposed under these unforgiving lights.

Ian came to check on Claire. “You’ll stay on this side of the two-way mirror until the interview is done, then you might be able to have a couple of minutes with Patty.”

Claire nodded. “I appreciate it. After everything, I need to hear the whole truth directly.”

As Officer Peterson escorted Patty Wilby into the room, Claire’s first thought was how different Patty looked from the confident farm owner she’d first met. Her usual practical attire—jeans, flannel shirts, and mud-spattered boots—had been replaced by a simple navy blouse and gray slacks. Without her typical context of barns and fields, she appeared smaller somehow, her normally bright-cheeked complexion pale under the harsh lighting.

Yet despite these changes, Patty maintained a dignified posture as she took her seat across from Ian. Her back remained straight, with her hands folded neatly on the table before her. Her expression suggested acceptance rather than defeat.

Her lawyer, a serious older woman with silver hair, settled beside her client. She placed a leather portfolio on the table but made no move to open it, giving the impression she was present more as a witness than an active defender.

Ian activated the recorder, stating the date, time, and names of all present for the official record. He proceeded through standard procedures—confirming Patty understood her rights and was speaking voluntarily—before addressing the central matter.

“Mrs. Wilby,” Ian began, his tone professional but not unkind, “could you explain in your own words the events leading to Holly Flynn’s death?”

Claire tensed, anticipating denials or legal maneuvering. Instead, Patty nodded once, decisively.

“Holly wasn’t supposed to die,” she said, her voice steady despite the gravity of her words. “She was never my target. Jack Holden was.”

Ian’s expression remained neutral. “Please elaborate.”

Patty drew a deep breath, her hands still clasped on the table. “Jack Holden and Autumn Harvest Foods had been negotiating to purchase the historical sections of our farm—the original farmhouse, the old barn, and most importantly, the Living History Garden. Their plan was to transform these areas into what they called a ‘heritage food experience.’” Her voice took on a bitter edge. “Manufactured products based on traditional recipes, packaged with quaint labels showing happy colonial women in bonnets.”

She leaned forward slightly. “Those plants in the garden aren’t just decorations. Many are direct descendants from specimens that Patience herself cultivated, living connections to our past, not replicas or recreations.”

“And Holly Flynn’s role in this?” Ian prompted.

“She was the go-between,” Patty explained, her composure slipping slightly for the first time, “working with Jack while pretending to be our friend. She approached Glenn with the production company’s offer—a substantial amount that would help with our financial difficulties. But the cost...” She shook her head. “The cost was everything that mattered.”

“How did you discover this arrangement?” Ian asked.

“I overheard them discussing terms in Glenn’s office.” Pain flashed across Patty’s face. “My own husband, contemplating selling our heritage without even consulting me. Holly stood to gain significantly—not just financially, but through exclusive access to historical recipes she could commercialize through her media platforms.”

Claire watched Patty’s hands tighten around each other as she continued.

“I couldn’t let it happen. The farm has been in our family for generations. It’s not just property; it’s our legacy, our connection to Patience and all the Wilby women who came after her.”

“So, you decided to poison Jack Holden,” Ian stated, not as an accusation but as a clarification.

“Yes.” The simple admission hung in the air. “I used knowledge passed down through generations of Wilby women.”

“Patience’s diary,” Claire murmured to herself.

Patty said, “Patience’s diary wasn’t lost or hidden from family members. The wall cavity was merely its original location. For centuries, each generation of Wilby women has known of its existence and contents. Mothers carefully taught daughters both the healing and dangerous applications of our herbal knowledge.”

She straightened in her chair. “My mother taught me these recipes when I was twenty, just as her mother taught her. She emphasized that the dangerous formulations were to be used only ‘when all that we love and have built stands in peril.’ Those were the exact words passed down from Patience herself.”

“And you believed this situation qualified?” Ian asked.

“The farm’s historical heart was about to be destroyed, our sacred family knowledge commercialized and corrupted.” Patty’s voice strengthened with conviction. “Yes, Detective, I believed that moment had arrived.”

“Walk me through your actions,” Ian requested.

“I harvested the necessary herbs from the Living History Garden according to the traditional methods—during the proper lunar phase at the correct time of day. I prepared the preserve using Patience’s exact recipe.”

Patty’s description was matter-of-fact, as if discussing any ordinary farm task rather than the creation of a murder weapon.

“I added the mixture to only one serving of Holly’s pumpkin tart—the one specifically marked for the judges’ table where Jack would be sitting. He would be the first judge to sample the pie. I had no intention of harming Holly or anyone else.”

Patty’s composure cracked, her voice faltering for the first time. “When Holly decided to dramatically sample her own creation for the cameras before serving it... I watched in horror. I couldn’t intervene without revealing what I’d done. By the time she collapsed, it was too late.”

Claire noticed tears gathering in Patty’s eyes, though they didn’t fall. The farm owner blinked them away, regaining her control.

“What about the attempt on Ivy Billings’ life?” Ian asked.

“After Holly’s death, I learned that Ivy was poised to take over Holly’s contract with Autumn Harvest Foods,” Patty explained. “She would continue facilitating the development plan. The threat remained.”

“So, you tried again using the same method?”

“Yes, though with a lower dosage.” Patty looked down at her hands. “My resolve was weakening. I didn’t want another death, just... an illness serious enough to derail the partnership.”

“Which is why she survived,” Ian noted.

Patty nodded.

“Did Glenn Wilby have knowledge of your actions?” Ian’s question was direct.

“No.” Patty’s response was immediate and emphatic. “I deliberately kept him in the dark. Glenn loves the farm, but he’s practical above all else. Our financial struggles have been significant. He would never have approved such drastic measures, regardless of his attachment to our heritage.”

“Your marriage was strained by his willingness to consider the sale?”

“Yes. We’ve barely spoken in weeks.” Genuine grief crossed Patty’s face. “But he is completely innocent of any involvement in the poisonings.”

Ian made a note before continuing. “Let’s discuss Grace Hall’s role.”

Claire leaned forward slightly, particularly interested in this aspect.

“Grace discovered our distant family connection several years ago,” Patty explained. “Her maternal grandmother was a Wilby before marriage changed her name. Grace approached the farm seeking employment, initially keeping her family ties private.”

“When did you learn of your relationship?”

“About a year after she started working with us. She grew increasingly involved in preserving the farm’s historical authenticity, particularly through establishing the Living History Garden. She had a natural instinct for the plants, a connection I recognized as family inheritance.”

“Was Grace aware of your plans regarding Holly and Jack?”

Patty shook her head. “She knew about Patience’s diary and its general contents as part of her historical research, but she wasn’t aware of my intentions.” A small, sad smile touched her lips. “Grace is devoted to preserving our heritage, but she has modern sensibilities about methods.”

“Yet she didn’t report her suspicions after Holly’s death,” Ian noted.

“No. She began to piece things together based on her knowledge of the historical recipes and observing my behavior. Rather than reporting her suspicions, she tried to protect both the farm’s reputation and her newfound family by helping conceal evidence and divert attention from the historical connection.”

Ian nodded, making another note. “An accessory after the fact, then.”

Claire watched emotions play across Patty’s face as the farm owner confronted the consequences of her actions, not just for herself but for her relatives.

“I never wanted to harm Holly,” Patty said suddenly, tears finally breaking her composed façade. “She didn’t understand what she was destroying—the living connection to centuries of knowledge, plants grown from seeds that Patience herself might have touched. Once that’s gone, all you have left is stories and recreations, not the living truth.”

Ian let her compose herself before asking his next question. “Why choose such an extreme solution? Surely there were legal means to prevent the sale.”

This question seemed to touch something in Patty. She sat straighter, her eyes clear despite her tears.

“Patience faced British soldiers threatening to burn her home and take everything she’d built,” she said with quiet intensity. “I faced modern corporations threatening to do the same, just with contracts instead of muskets. Patience did what was necessary to protect what was hers. I believed I was doing the same.”

The parallel across centuries hung in the air, a thread connecting colonial America to the present moment in the police station room.

Ian asked several more procedural questions before concluding the formal interview. As he prepared to process the official charges, he glanced at Claire.

“I believe Claire Rollins would like a moment to speak to you. Would that be alright with you?” he asked quietly.

At Patty’s nod, he stood. “I’ll give you two minutes. Officer Peterson will remain present.”

When Ian stepped out, Claire left the booth and moved to sit across from Patty. For a moment, they simply looked at each other—the farm owner and the woman who had uncovered her secrets.

“I don’t condone what you did,” Claire said finally, “but I understand why the farm matters so much to you.”

Patty studied her face. “You do, don’t you? More than most could.” She hesitated, then continued. “Your connection to Patience wasn’t coincidence, you know.”

Claire’s pulse quickened. “What do you mean?”

“When you first visited the farm, something about you seemed familiar. I researched visitor logs and historical records—a hobby of mine during winter months. Your maternal ancestors once lived on neighboring land. The Parkers, correct?”

Claire nodded, surprised. “My mother’s family.”

“They knew the Wilbys,” Patty continued, “traded with them, and shared knowledge. There’s a reference in one of our family journals to a Parker woman who showed particular sensitivity to... let’s call them historical impressions. Blood remembers,” Patty said simply, “even across centuries.”

The door opened as Ian returned. Their brief moment of connection broken, Claire stood and moved aside as Officer Peterson approached to escort Patty out.

“I hope,” Patty said, pausing at the doorway, “that someone preserves the garden properly. The knowledge deserves to survive, even if I can’t be its keeper anymore.”

As Patty disappeared down the hallway, Ian turned to Claire. “You got what you needed?”

“Yes,” she replied, gathering her things. “Though I’m not sure ‘needed’ is the right word. Wanted, maybe. Or had to know.”

They walked together through the police station’s maze of corridors, past busy desks and ringing phones, until they reached the main entrance.

“The DA will process charges tomorrow,” Ian explained. “Given the unintentional nature of Holly’s death and Patty’s clean record, they’ll likely offer a plea agreement with a reduced sentence.”

“And Glenn? Grace?”

“Glenn appears genuinely uninvolved. Grace will face a misdemeanor charge and will do community service. The farm itself will probably pass into Glenn’s sole ownership.”

Claire nodded, processing the practical aftermath of tragedy. The case was officially resolved, but the emotional and historical aspects would probably never fade away.

Outside the station, evening had fallen over Boston. Despite the city’s lights, Claire could make out a few stars shining overhead, the same stars that would have illuminated Patience’s farm centuries ago, witnessing the unbroken line of Wilby women who had protected their knowledge and heritage through generations—until that protection transformed into destruction.

“Will you be okay getting home?” Ian asked.

“Yes,” Claire assured him. “I just need some time to think.”

As she walked away, Claire’s thoughts returned to Patience’s diary and its journey through centuries—the recipes for both healing and harm carried forward by women determined to preserve their legacy. What had begun as knowledge for protection had ultimately led to tragedy when that protection became too fierce and too desperate.

Yet something of value remained—the herbal wisdom, the connection to the land, and the understanding that the past lives on in the present through more than just memories. Perhaps that knowledge could now find a better path forward, one that honored tradition without deadly secrets.

Above her, the stars continued their ancient patterns, unchanged by the human dramas played out beneath them. They had witnessed Patience’s desperate act during the Revolutionary War and now Patty’s modern echo of that same protective instinct. They would continue watching long after this case faded from memory, connecting past, present, and future in their silent, steady light.
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Cider Mill Farm had transformed over the course of a week. Where crime scene tape had once marked an investigation, festive decorations now adorned the competition area. Colorful harvest bundles flanked the entrance to the main barn, while pumpkins and gourds in vibrant shades of orange, green, and cream created pretty displays along the pathways, their shapes echoing the rolling hills visible in the distance.

Claire stood at the entrance for a moment, overwhelmed by the farm’s current appearance and the dark events that had unfolded here. As autumn sunlight poured through the open barn doors, the rich scent of apples, cinnamon, and baking pastry enveloped her, a reminder that life went on despite tragedy.

“Quite a turnout,” Nicole remarked, joining Claire at the entrance. She wore a professional blazer over a simple dress, her competition judge attire complemented by a small microphone clipped to her lapel for their television segments.

Claire nodded, observing the crowd gathering inside. “Amazing how quickly things can change. Last week, this was a crime scene. Today, it’s a celebration.”

“Not just a celebration,” Robby added, approaching from the parking area. “It’s a fresh start. For everyone.”

Nicole nodded. “Finally, the last task of the baking competition will take place and a winner will be announced after so many weeks.”

The media presence had intensified following Patty’s arrest, but Claire noticed the tone had shifted. Instead of sensationalist reporters looking for details about the poisoning, thoughtful journalists from culinary magazines and historical publications now moved through the crowd. Their questions focused on traditional knowledge and heritage preservation rather than the crime itself.

Claire, Nicole, and Robby made their way through the barn toward the judges’ table. As official competition judges and hosts of their Food and History program, they balanced both responsibilities. Their production crew followed, capturing footage for their episode while allowing the competition to proceed without interruption.

The three remaining contestants had established their cooking stations around the perimeter of the barn.

Thomas Woodman arranged his ingredients with a relaxed manner that had been absent during earlier rounds. The baker’s shoulders no longer hunched defensively, and his smile came more readily. Public acknowledgment of Holly’s theft of his recipes had lifted a burden he’d carried for years.

“Good morning, Claire,” he called as she passed his station. “Beautiful day for a finale, isn’t it?”

“Perfect,” Claire agreed. “Your apple galette smells wonderful already.”

At the next station, Ivy Billings measured ingredients with careful accuracy, yet subtle changes marked her demeanor—she stood straighter, made more eye contact, and directed her assistants with clear confidence rather than nervous energy. No longer in Holly’s shadow, she seemed to have found her own footing.

“I’m trying something daring with the spice blend,” Ivy told Claire. “I’m taking some risks now that I’m baking for myself, not following someone else’s formula.”

Most dramatic was Bree Leeds’s transformation. The previously timid contestant now moved with confidence, and her grandmother’s handwritten recipe cards were displayed at her station. Her hands worked the dough as she shared stories with nearby spectators about her grandmother’s techniques.

“She would have loved being here,” Bree explained to an audience member, “seeing traditional methods valued again.”

As Claire took her seat at the judges’ table, Jack Holden approached the podium at the front of the barn. His corporate polish remained, but recent events had softened his manner. The crisp suit was the same, but he was less rigid, and his expression was warmer.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice carrying through the hushed barn. “Welcome to the final round of the Cider Mill Farm Baking Championship. Today we gather not just to crown a winner, but to honor the passion for traditional baking that Holly Flynn championed throughout her career.”

Claire studied the audience reaction as Jack spoke. Glenn Wilby stood at the side of the room, his face full of emotions—relief that his farm would continue, but grief for his wife’s actions and absence. Grace Hall stood next to Glenn, who had promoted her to a higher-level management role at the farm.

“While recent events have been tragic,” Jack continued, “we believe the best tribute to Holly’s memory is to move forward with renewed commitment to the traditions she valued. In that spirit, I’m pleased to announce that Autumn Harvest Foods has completely redesigned our relationship with Cider Mill Farm.”

A murmur of interest rippled through the crowd.

“Rather than our originally planned development, we will partner with the farm on a preservation initiative. This approach will maintain the property’s historical integrity while creating sustainable income through educational programs and authentic heritage products.”

Claire exchanged glances with Nicole and Robby. This announcement represented a complete reversal of the commercial development plan that had motivated Patty’s desperate actions. The corporate giant had adapted in response to tragedy, finding a more respectful approach to tradition.

“Now,” Jack concluded, “let our finalists begin their preparations for the championship round!”

The barn came alive with activity as contestants and their assistants hurried to their stations. Ovens preheated, mixers whirred, and the sound of kitchen tools created a familiar symphony of baking sounds. Camera crews positioned themselves to capture the process while judges made initial rounds, asking questions and observing techniques.

“Thomas is using a traditional wooden bowl for his dough,” Nicole noted as they walked among the stations. “No electric mixer.”

“And Ivy’s spice blend includes five different varieties of cinnamon,” Robby added. “She’s really pushing boundaries.”

“Bree’s approach feels most authentic to me,” Claire observed. “Those are techniques I recognize from colonial records—the way she’s incorporating butter using wooden paddles rather than a pastry cutter.”

As the finalists worked, Claire and Nicole recorded segments for their television program, discussing baking methods while carefully avoiding any mention of the toxic recipes that had sparked the tragedy. Instead, they focused on the botanical knowledge colonial women possessed.

“These women weren’t just cooks,” she explained to the camera as footage of the contestants played behind her. “They were botanists, physicians, and chemists, working without formal education but with generations of carefully tested knowledge. They understood that the same plants could heal or harm depending on preparation, dosage, and combination with other ingredients.”

The afternoon progressed as aromas of butter, sugar, and spices filled the barn. Judges, minus Jack, who had stepped down from the role, sampled each creation, evaluating both technical execution and historical authenticity. Spectators moved between stations, asking questions and watching demonstrations of intricate techniques.

When the final timer buzzed, the three contestants stood nervously behind their completed entries as the judges approached to taste and question them about the ingredients they used and their baking methods.

Forty-five minutes later, the barn fell silent as Jack returned to the podium for the announcement.

“After careful consideration, our judges have selected a winner whose creations best represent the perfect balance of historical authenticity and modern excellence.”

Claire held the envelope containing their decision, sharing a final look with her fellow judges before handing it to Jack.

“The winner of the Baking Championship is... Bree Leeds!”

Applause erupted as Bree’s hands flew to her mouth in surprise. Thomas reached over to pat her shoulder while Ivy offered a gracious nod of acknowledgment. Bree moved forward to accept the trophy—a copper mixing bowl mounted on a wooden base.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. “My grandmother taught me everything I know about baking. She always said recipes aren’t just instructions—they’re stories passed down through generations. I’m honored to continue telling those stories.”

Jack stepped forward again, adding an unexpected announcement.

“Autumn Harvest Foods would like to offer Bree a special consulting contract to serve as one of our authenticity consultants, ensuring that heritage-inspired products maintain true connections to their traditional roots.”

Tears welled in Bree’s eyes as she accepted this additional honor. “I would be proud to help preserve these traditions properly.”

The emotional center of the ceremony shifted as Glenn Wilby approached the podium. The farm owner appeared visibly aged by recent events—new lines etched his face, and his shoulders hunched forward. Yet he spoke with quiet dignity, his voice steady despite the circumstances.

“Today marks both an ending and a beginning for Cider Mill Farm,” he began. “The tragedy that occurred here stemmed from fear—fear that our precious heritage would be lost or corrupted. While I cannot excuse the actions taken, I understand the desperate need to protect something irreplaceable.”

He paused and cleared his throat, gathering himself before continuing.

“To honor both our history and ensure its proper preservation, I’m announcing the creation of the Wilby Historical Garden and Educational Center, dedicated to colonial herbal medicine. This living museum will properly document the healing traditions of early American herbalists, preserving knowledge that might otherwise be lost while ensuring its safe transmission to future generations.”

Claire noticed Grace Hall’s subtle nod of approval as Glenn continued.

“The center will bear the name of Patience Wilby, who established these traditions during the Revolutionary War. This knowledge deserves to live on.”

Grace joined Glenn at the podium, as she outlined more specific plans.

“The historical garden will feature medicinal and culinary herbs, with educational materials explaining traditional uses,” she explained. “Research facilities will allow scholars to study original documents and techniques. While toxic varieties will be documented academically, they won’t be cultivated on-site.”

Her glance toward Claire carried unspoken understanding of their shared knowledge. Grace had found her place—as a distant Wilby descendant committed to honoring her family legacy while bringing it responsibly into the modern world.

After the formal proceedings concluded, Claire, Nicole, and Robby positioned themselves in the herb garden for their final television segment. The autumn sunlight created a golden glow around them, highlighting the rustic wooden beds filled with fragrant herbs. Their camera crew captured this picturesque setting as Claire delivered her closing narrative.

“Traditional knowledge passes through generations in many forms,” she explained, walking slowly among the plants, “sometimes hidden in diaries or family secrets, sometimes openly taught from parent to child, but always evolving and adapting to new circumstances while preserving essential wisdom.”

She paused beside a rosemary plant, its woody stems and needle-like leaves catching the light.

Nicole said, “Understanding our past helps us appreciate the knowledge, sacrifices, and efforts of those who came before—even when their methods or choices might seem foreign to our modern perspective.”

Robby gave the final line. “By preserving these traditions appropriately, we honor both their intent and our responsibility to future generations.”

“And cut!” called the director. “Perfect final segment. That’s a wrap on the Cider Mill Farm episode.”

As the crew packed equipment and Nicole talked with the producer about editing timelines, Claire remained in the garden. She needed a moment alone to process everything that had happened since they first arrived to film what should have been a simple cooking competition.

She reached out to touch the rosemary plant—used for remembrance in colonial times, according to Patience’s diary. As her fingers brushed the aromatic leaves, releasing their fragrance, Claire experienced one final, gentle connection to Patience Wilby.

Unlike the urgent visions that had driven the investigation, this was a peaceful understanding between women separated by centuries but connected by respect for knowledge and understanding of its power. No words were exchanged, just a sense of completion—the mystery was solved and knowledge preserved without secrets and fear.

“Ready to head back?” Nicole called from the garden entrance, where she and Robby waited.

Claire nodded, withdrawing her hand from the plant. “Yes. I think we’re finished here.”

As she joined her friends, Claire looked back once more at the garden that would soon be changed into a proper educational center. The case had begun with death but ended with renewal. Like the herbs in the garden, knowledge needed both roots and new growth to thrive

With a final glance at Cider Mill Farm, its buildings glowing in the late afternoon light, Claire stepped away toward her waiting friends.
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Chocolate Dreams hummed with warmth and familiar comfort. Seasonal displays filled the front cases; pumpkin truffles nestled beside maple cream chocolates, while cinnamon-dusted cocoa bombs awaited hot milk to transform them into rich beverages.

A small handwritten sign on the door read “Reserved for Special Event” in Claire’s flowing script, turning away the occasional customer who tugged hopefully at the handle before wandering off disappointed. Today, the cozy sweetness belonged only to Claire and her chosen family.

At the center of the shop, she arranged the final elements of an elaborate dessert display. Her creation spread across the large oak table like an edible museum exhibit, incorporating historical techniques learned from Patience’s diary while embracing modern flavors.

Claire stepped back to examine her work, tucking a strand of blond hair behind her ear. Small jars of house-made fruit preserves—apple, pear, and quince—lined up in graduated sizes, their contents gleaming like jewels in the late afternoon sunlight. Handwritten recipe cards adapted from 18th-century techniques sat propped against each jar, explaining the methods used in their creation.

The centerpiece of the display was a multi-layered confection featuring spiced apple preserves between thin layers of honey cake. Surrounding this were chocolate-dipped fruits infused with subtle hints of rosemary, lavender, and other herbs mentioned in Patience’s healing recipes. Each element honored the colonial woman’s knowledge while making it into something beautiful.

Nicole emerged from the kitchen, carrying a tray of specially blended teas, their fragrant steam rising in delicate spirals. “These should complement the preserves perfectly,” she said, placing the porcelain teapot and matching cups on the table. “Cardamom, cinnamon, and just a hint of clove.”

Robby circled the table, adjusting vintage place settings with an artist’s eye for detail. “The plates should be angled just so,” he muttered, shifting a dessert fork a quarter inch to the left. He moved to light candles arranged in antique holders, their flames adding dancing light to the room and releasing the warm scents of cinnamon and apple.

As the three friends moved around the shop, their movements demonstrated the partnership that made them successful both in business and in solving mysteries.

The bell above the door jingled cheerfully, announcing their first two guests. Tony Martinelli’s imposing frame filled the doorway momentarily before he stepped inside, bringing with him the crisp scent of autumn air. Tessa was beside him, wearing a flowing, colorful dress. She hugged Claire, then Nicole, and then Robby.

“My girls!” Tony exclaimed, opening his arms wide. His face, weathered by decades of early morning market trips and long days serving customers, creased with genuine pleasure as he embraced Claire and Nicole. Then he warmly shook hands with Robby.

Tony held up a bottle of amber liquid. “Homemade limoncello,” he announced proudly. “A proper Italian celebration needs a proper Italian digestif. I made it myself last month—just finished steeping yesterday.”

Claire accepted the bottle with a smile. “Great timing. Thank you, Tony.”

The bell chimed again as Augustus Gunther entered. The former judge and historian wore a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches, with his bow tie perfectly centered beneath his sharp blue eyes.

“My dear Claire,” Augustus greeted her, his voice carrying the gentle formality of an earlier era. “What a splendid gathering.” He carried a small, carefully wrapped package, which he placed on a side table. “A small token of appreciation for a historical mystery well solved.”

“You shouldn’t have,” Claire protested, though curiosity about the package immediately sparked in her eyes.

“Nonsense. When one makes a significant historical discovery, it should be properly commemorated.” Augustus removed the scarf from around his neck. “And I must say, I’m particularly eager to hear more details about Patience’s diary. Such a remarkable primary source.”

The door opened again as Ian Fuller arrived, coming directly from the police station. Though still in his work clothes—a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and navy blue slacks—he’d left his badge and gun behind.

His eyes sought Claire immediately, warming as they found her. He crossed the room to greet her with a brief, tender kiss that caused Tony to raise approving eyebrows in their direction.

“Sorry I’m late,” Ian said. “Paperwork on the Wilby case took longer than expected.”

“You’re right on time,” Claire assured him, squeezing his hand briefly before turning to address everyone. “Please, take your seats. Everything’s ready.”

The group settled around the table, the atmosphere one of comfortable friendship—a chosen family gathered to celebrate. Robby served Tony’s limoncello in small crystal glasses while Nicole poured tea for Augustus, who politely declined alcohol in favor of properly experiencing the flavors of Claire’s historical creation.

“First,” Claire said, standing beside her dessert display, “I want to thank you all for your help with the Cider Mill Farm case. Each of you contributed something important.” She gestured to Augustus. “Your research on colonial herbalism gave us crucial context. Tony’s constant support and listening ear kept us grounded. And to Ian, “your professional expertise and trust in our observations made everything possible.”

“And most importantly,” she concluded, looking at Nicole and Robby, “my partners in both business and investigation, without whom I would be lost entirely.”

“Enough with the speeches,” Tony interrupted, though his eyes shone with affection. “Let’s eat this beautiful food!”

Laughter broke out, and Claire began serving her creation, explaining each element as she placed it on their plates.

“The base preserve uses Patience’s actual non-toxic recipe for apple conservation, though I’ve adjusted the spice blend for modern palates. The honey cake incorporates herbs that were considered strengthening in colonial medicine—rosemary for memory, mint for digestion, and lavender for calm.”

Augustus leaned forward attentively, examining each component before tasting. “Fascinating how these women created functional foods—nourishment that also served medicinal purposes. Most people today don’t realize how sophisticated their knowledge truly was.”

As they enjoyed the desserts, conversation flowed easily, beginning with casual catching-up but inevitably turning to the Cider Mill Farm case.

“The diary really was passed down through generations?” Augustus asked, his historian’s curiosity piqued.

Claire nodded. “According to Patty, it was never actually lost. Each Wilby woman taught her daughter both the healing and dangerous applications, along with strict rules about when the knowledge could be used.”

“Dangerous knowledge,” Augustus mused. “Throughout history, that’s often been women’s burden—healing wisdom that could also harm if misused. Midwives were often accused of witchcraft for possessing exactly this type of understanding.”

Tony shook his head, spreading his hands in a typically Italian gesture. “All I know is I’m glad this case is closed. These three are always finding trouble.” He jerked his thumb toward Claire, Robby, and Nicole, though pride undercut his gruff tone. “What happens now to the farm? And poor Glenn, with his wife in jail?”

Ian set down his fork. “Patty has accepted a plea agreement that acknowledges Holly’s death was unintentional. She’ll serve time, but the arrangement includes a significantly reduced sentence that will eventually allow her to return to the farm.”

“And Glenn?” Claire asked.

“He visits her every week,” Ian replied. “Their marriage survived, despite everything. He’s continuing their plans for the educational center with Grace’s help.”

“Ah yes, the secret relative,” Augustus noted. “Another fascinating twist to the story.”

“She’s formally acknowledged her Wilby heritage now,” Ian continued. “She’s working with historical societies to properly document the family’s herbalism traditions—safely this time, without the dangerous formulations.”

Tony speared another piece of honey cake. “And the girl who won the contest? The scared one?”

“Bree,” Claire supplied. “She’s doing wonderfully. The contract with Autumn Harvest Foods gives her creative control over their heritage line, and she’s developing recipes based on her grandmother’s recipes.”

As they continued eating, Ian turned to Claire, his expression growing more serious. “I have to say this, Claire—your connection to this case was extraordinary. Your intuition led us to evidence we might never have found otherwise.”

Claire smiled, pleased at the acknowledgment.

“But,” Ian continued, his tone gentle but firm, “please remember that confronting murderers is best left to people with badges and backup.

“The whole thing could have ended very differently if Patty had been more desperate or better armed.” Ian’s concern was genuine. “I’m not saying don’t investigate—just be more careful about the confrontation part.”

Claire accepted this reminder with good grace, though a shared glance with Nicole and Robby suggested they both knew future mysteries would likely still draw their attention regardless of potential danger. Some things simply couldn’t be helped.

The conversation shifted to more personal matters—Tony’s expansion plans for his deli, Augustus’s upcoming lecture series on colonial women’s contributions to medicine, and Robby’s exciting new singing opportunity with a regional opera company.

“They want me for the tenor lead in ‘La Bohème!’” Robby announced, his face alight with excitement, “my first major role with a professional company.”

“We’ll need to close the shop on opening night so we can all attend,” Nicole declared to general agreement.

As the gathering continued with the voices of her friends providing a gentle backdrop, Claire experienced one final vision—unlike the urgent messages that had come before, this was more like a sweet farewell.

She saw Patience Wilby simply standing in her colonial garden. Sunlight illuminated her face—the same face from the portrait at the farm—as she looked directly at Claire with an expression of gratitude. No words were exchanged, just a dignified nod acknowledging that her knowledge would be preserved properly, without the secrecy and fear that had ultimately led to tragedy.

The vision faded so naturally that Claire remained fully present with her friends, a soft smile the only evidence of her experience.

“This dessert,” Augustus was saying, “achieves something remarkable—historical authenticity with modern sensibility. Rather like you, yourself, Claire.”

As evening approached, the friends lingered over final bites of dessert and sips of Tony’s limoncello, reluctant to end the gathering.

“I almost forgot,” Augustus said suddenly. “My gift.” He reached for the small package he’d placed on the side table earlier. “Open it, my dear.”

Claire unwrapped the package carefully, revealing three small leather-bound books. Opening it, she discovered they were journals—blank pages waiting to be filled but bound in the style of the colonial era.

“For recording your own discoveries,” Augustus explained to Claire, Robby, and Nicole. “Every investigator should document their cases properly, especially when they intersect with history.”

“It’s perfect,” Claire said, genuinely touched by the thoughtfulness of the gift.

“Thank you so much, Augustus.” Nicole stood to hug the man.

“What a terrific gift.” Robby smiled and shook his hand.

Tony raised his glass. “A toast, then! To mysteries solved and friends gathered.”

“To justice served, even across centuries,” Ian added.

“To knowledge preserved,” Augustus contributed.

“To Chocolate Dreams,” Nicole and Robby said in unison.

Claire raised her own glass, looking around at these people who formed her chosen family—Nicole’s practical strength and sense of fun; Robby’s warm, open heart and artistic spirit; Tony’s protective warmth; Augustus’s wise curiosity’ and Ian’s love and steadfast support. Together they had navigated another mystery that bridged past and present, finding truth and, in their own way, justice.

“To absent and present friends,” Claire said. “To Patience across the centuries, to the Wilby women who carried her knowledge forward, and to all of us gathered here today.”

They clinked glasses, the clear notes ringing through the warm air of the chocolate shop.

Outside, autumn leaves danced past the window. The mystery was solved, the danger past, but the eternal dance of past and present continued—just as it always would, with or without anyone to witness it.

Claire looked at her friends, savoring this moment of peace before the next mystery found them. For now, this was enough—this room, these people, and this sweet conclusion to a bitter tale.

The rest could wait for another day.
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November twilight descended early over Boston, cloaking Claire’s Adamsburg Square brownstone in early darkness. Inside, lamps and candles glowed throughout the living room with golden light that pushed back against the gathering shadows. The room, warm and comfortable, was a sanctuary from the chilly evening air that had developed an unmistakable winter bite in recent days.

Claire arranged a final trio of pillar candles on the mantelpiece, their cinnamon scent mingling with the aroma of the mulled cider simmering on the kitchen stove. Seasonal decorations marked the transition from Halloween to Thanksgiving—preserved pumpkins and gourds nestled among red maple leaves and pine cones, while a small cornucopia spilled miniature squash and dried corn husks across the sideboard.

Bear and Lady curled contentedly on their plush dog beds near the fireplace, occasionally opening one eye to track her movements before settling back into comfortable dozing. Their presence added to the homey atmosphere as Claire prepared for her friends’ arrival.

The coffee table held a spread of chocolates from their shop—maple cream truffles, apple cider caramels, and spiced dark chocolate squares arranged on vintage platters. Beside these treats stood glasses waiting for cider, while a bottle of champagne chilled in an ice bucket, ready to celebrate the premiere of their Food and History episode featuring Cider Mill Farm.

Nicole arrived first, bearing a bakery box tied with twine. “Pumpkin scones,” she announced, setting down her offering, “fresh from the oven an hour ago.”

Claire hugged her friend, noticing how Nicole’s dark hair had been trimmed into a sleeker style since the case concluded. “I can’t wait to try them. You can help me with the cider.”

Robby entered without knocking minutes later, his cheeks flushed from the cold. “It’s freezing out there! November in Boston is no joke.” He unwound a colorful scarf from his neck, draping it over the coat rack. “But I come bearing gifts to warm us.” He produced a small jar with a handwritten label. “Homemade bourbon vanilla whipped cream for the scones.”

As Claire served the steaming cider into waiting mugs, they settled into their usual spots—Claire in the armchair near the fireplace, Nicole curled at one end of the sofa, and Robby sprawled comfortably at the other.

“I still can’t believe they edited all that footage into something that looks completely normal,” Nicole remarked, reaching for her mug. “You’d never guess someone was murdered during filming.”

“Television magic,” Robby replied, blowing on his cider. “Though I admit I’m nervous about watching myself. I always think I look weird on camera.”

Claire smiled, leaning forward to scratch behind Bear’s ears as he stretched and moved closer to her chair. “You look great on camera. The producers said your segments tested extremely well with focus groups.”

Their pre-show conversation drifted to the changes of the past few weeks. Chocolate Dreams had seen business boom following media coverage of their involvement in solving the murder, though they’d been careful to steer curious customers toward their confections rather than crime-solving stories.

“The Halloween rush was incredible,” Nicole said. “We sold out of ghost-shaped truffles three days in a row.”

“And the network already wants to discuss a new show,” Claire added. “They’re thinking about a whole series focused on historical mysteries behind traditional recipes.”

“Just as long as they don’t all involve murder,” Robby quipped, reaching for a chocolate.

The television screen came to life as Claire pressed the remote, the familiar theme music of their show filling the room. The title sequence showed Claire, Nicole, and Robby in various historical settings, demonstrating traditional cooking techniques while explaining their historical significance.

They watched with interest as the episode unfolded. The production quality exceeded their expectations—drone shots captured the farm’s autumn splendor from above, while careful lighting made even the simplest cooking demonstrations look like a movie. Claire noticed how skillfully the editors had crafted the story about colonial preservation techniques without any hint of the dark events that had occurred during filming.

“They did a nice job with Holly’s segments,” Nicole observed quietly as the camera focused on the social media star demonstrating a traditional pastry technique. The producers had respectfully incorporated footage of Holly as a tribute, focusing solely on her technical skills and enthusiasm for traditional baking.

“She really was talented,” Claire agreed. “Whatever else she did, her baking knowledge was genuine.”

The viewing was interrupted by the cheerful chirp of Claire’s phone. She checked the screen, eyebrows rising in surprise.

“It’s Jared, our producer,” she said, answering the call and putting it on speaker. “Hello?”

“Claire! Are you watching?” Jared’s excited voice filled the room. “The ratings are coming in live, and you three are breaking all our previous records! Social media is exploding with people talking about the show. This is going to be our most popular episode ever!”

Claire exchanged glances with Nicole and Robby, their expressions mirroring her mixed emotions—pride in their professional success but sadness about the tragedy behind it.

“That’s fantastic news,” Claire replied, maintaining an upbeat tone. “The production team did an amazing job.”

After sharing a few more enthusiastic statistics, Jared ended the call, promising more details in the morning. They returned to watching the remainder of the episode, their achievement casting a bittersweet shadow over the gathering.

“It’s strange,” Nicole said as the credits rolled. “Our greatest professional success built on such a dark foundation.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Claire admitted.

The ping of an incoming email drew her attention back to her phone. “It’s from Jack Holden,” she announced, surprised. “Subject line: ‘Thought you might like to see this.’”

She opened the message, quickly scanning the message before passing the phone to her friends. Jack’s email contained news about Bree Leeds, the competition winner. Following her victory, Bree had been developing a product line for Autumn Harvest Foods based on authentic colonial recipes—specifically noting these were “the safe ones.” The carefully crafted preserves and baking mixes would be launching nationwide, with a portion of all proceeds supporting a newly established foundation for historical farm preservation.

Attached photos showed Bree looking confident and professional beside displays of products featuring labels that credited the historical women whose recipes inspired them—including Patience Wilby.

“Look at her,” Robby said, zooming in on Bree’s image. “Remember how nervous she was when we first met her? She could barely make eye contact.”

“And now she’s got her grandmother’s recipes going nationwide,” Nicole observed, “with proper credit to the historical women behind them.”

Claire took back her phone, studying the product labels with their careful attributions. “It’s actually kind of perfect, isn’t it?”

“There’s an irony there,” Nicole pointed out, reaching for the champagne bottle. “Patty’s desperate actions to prevent commercialization ultimately led to a more respectful commercial approach that actually preserves the legacy she was trying to protect.”

Robby nodded thoughtfully. “If she’d just talked to Jack directly about her concerns, they might have reached this solution without anyone dying.”

“Desperation rarely leads to good choices,” Claire said. “She saw only threats, not potential allies.”

Nicole popped the champagne cork, filling their waiting glasses. “To unexpected positive outcomes,” she toasted, raising her glass.

“To proper preservation,” Claire added.

“To historical women finally getting credit,” Robby concluded.

They clinked glasses. The champagne was crisp and bright.

As the evening wound down, Nicole and Robby gathered their things, making plans for the shop’s upcoming holiday preparations. After they left, Claire changed into warmer clothes for her nightly walk with the Corgis, and tonight, with Ian joining them.

Adamsburg Square glowed from historic gas lamps creating pools of amber light across brick sidewalks now carpeted with fallen leaves. The small urban park formed the center of Claire’s historic neighborhood, its wrought-iron fences and centuries-old trees creating a pocket of tranquility amid the city’s constant motion.

The square had been decorated for late autumn—arrangements of dried cornstalks and preserved hydrangeas adorned the gates, while early holiday lights twinkled softly in some windows of the surrounding brownstones. The effect created a space between seasons, acknowledging autumn’s final days while waiting for winter’s approach.

Claire and Ian strolled along the perimeter path, with the Corgis trotting ahead on their leashes, occasionally stopping to investigate particularly interesting leaf piles. Their breath formed visible clouds in the cool evening air, dissipating into the darkness above them.

“So, the episode was a hit?” Ian asked, his hands buried in the pockets of his woolen peacoat.

Claire nodded. “Record-breaking, apparently. Though it feels strange to celebrate something that came from such tragic circumstances.”

“That’s often how it goes in my line of work,” Ian observed. “Good outcomes emerging from terrible situations is the best we can hope for sometimes.”

They walked along, their footsteps crunching softly on the fallen leaves. The relationship between them had deepened through the shared experience of the Cider Mill Farm case.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about Patience,” Claire said as they rounded a corner of the square, “about her knowledge and how it passed down through generations.”

“What about it?” Ian prompted.

“I see parallels with my own intuitive gifts,” Claire explained. “Both are kinds of knowledge that set their possessors apart, both can be blessings or burdens depending on how they’re used, both connect us to something larger than ourselves.”

Ian considered this, his expression thoughtful in the lamplight. “I’ve never thought about it that way, but you’re right. Though your intuition has been used to solve crimes, not commit them.”

“So far,” Claire said with a small smile. “I understand Patty better than I probably should. The desperation to protect something precious, the knowledge that gives you responsibilities others don’t understand.”

They circled the central fountain, now drained for winter and covered with a protective tarp. Bear and Lady strained at their leashes, eager to investigate a squirrel darting up a nearby oak tree.

“I felt like the Cider Mill case was meant for me specifically,” Claire continued. “Not just because of my skills, but because I could understand Patience’s world and motivations across the centuries.”

Ian listened attentively, his background in law enforcement giving him a different but complementary perspective. “I deal with human motivations within legal frameworks—what’s allowed versus what’s forbidden. You see the historical context, the emotional connections that drive those choices.”

“Together we make a pretty good team,” Claire noted, bumping his shoulder playfully with hers.

“Can’t argue with that,” Ian agreed, catching her gloved hand in his.

Their walk brought them to a small pocket park within the square, where late-blooming chrysanthemums still provided splashes of burgundy and gold against the predominantly brown landscape. They paused to let the Corgis explore, their noses buried in scents invisible to human perception.

“It’s strange how the past keeps influencing the present,” Claire mused, watching Bear investigate a particularly interesting shrub. “We think we’re independent, but we’re shaped by choices made centuries before we were born.”

“Yet we still make our own choices about how to use that inheritance,” Ian pointed out. “Patty chose secrecy and ultimately violence. Glenn and Grace are choosing openness and education.”

A sudden breeze swept through the park, stirring the fallen leaves into a small whirlwind that danced around Claire’s feet. The swirling maple leaves—red, orange, and gold—spiraled upward before settling again on the brick pathway.

In that moment, Claire sensed Patience’s presence one final time—not as an urgent message or visible apparition, but as a gentle awareness of connection across time. Unlike her earlier visions that had brought disorientation and pressure, this brought only a smile to her face.

Ian noticed her expression change. “What are you thinking about? You’ve got that look.”

“Patience,” Claire answered simply. “I think she’s finally at peace. Her knowledge will be preserved properly now and used respectfully. The burden of secrecy that passed through generations of Wilby women has been transformed into something openly shared, something that honors its origins while serving the present.”

Ian squeezed her hand gently. “That’s what good preservation should do—honor the past while serving the present and future.”

They walked, hand in hand, with Bear and Lady leading the way through the carpet of swirling leaves. Claire looked up at the historic buildings surrounding the square, their foundations laid in colonial times yet still serving the needs of modern inhabitants—a living example of how the past and present could exist in harmony.

A distant church bell chimed the hour, its bronze notes carrying clearly through the crisp air.

“Ready to head back?” Ian asked as they approached Claire’s brownstone. “It’s getting colder.”

Claire nodded, taking one last look at the square behind them. The golden glow of the gas lamps, the historic buildings standing around the park, and the fallen leaves dancing in the night breeze—all seemed to whisper of life flowing onward through seasons and centuries.

Inside, Bear and Lady shook themselves before heading straight to their water bowls. The warmth of the brownstone surrounded them, banishing the evening chill. Claire hung up their leashes, noting how the familiar routine felt newly precious after the dangers they had faced.

“Hot chocolate?” she offered, switching on the kitchen light.

“Is there any better way to end an autumn evening?” Ian replied, following her into the warmth of the kitchen, leaving the mystery—and the gentle ghost of Patience Wilby—in the swirling leaves of Adamsburg Square.
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