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      The Money Jar

      A spell to bring money into your life.

      (Warning: don’t be greedy!)

      

      You will need:

      4 copper coins

      4 tall candles - any kind will do, scented or otherwise. Pick your favorite.

      2 cinnamon sticks

      A pinch of basil

      A pinch of thyme

      1 small cloth bag

      

      1. Place the spices into the bag and tie closed. You need not blend nor prepare, just pop them in!

      2. Run a bath (hot and deep).

      3. Place a coin at each corner of the tub, and then cover it with a candle. Use broad based candles, or melt a little wax over the coins first before sticking the candles down. Light the candles.

      4. Place the small bag with the spices into the bath and get in yourself.

      5. Now relax.

      

      This spell will send good fortune your way. We can all do with a little financial help, and this relaxing spell will give you that boost.

      Remember, if you don’t have the required ingredients, you can buy one of our pre-made Money Jar bath bombs at Nether Edge Spicery today!
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      It wasn’t that Cassandra was bad at magic—nobody who can do it for real has ever been called an underachiever—it’s just that her intentions never reflected the outcome.

      Take, for instance, the alphabetization of the ‘Roots and Tubers’ bookshelf in her Nether Edge Spicery. She’d never been one for organization in the traditional sense, believing that things found their own place in life, just as she had. The many tomes in the small shop had found theirs in no particular order. This caused confusion and awkward grimaces for some of her customers (although for some of her regulars, an awkward grimace was just their natural resting face, so she could have been mistaken).

      Dot had pointed out that morning that although it was beneficial to have many plants and seeds, powders, pastes, pods, masalas, mixtures and remedies in a more holistic presentation with books, people liked to know where they were.

      “What’s good for spices isn’t the same for letters,” Dot said, bestowing the words with the importance they didn’t merit. It was the biggest load of nonsense Dot had said all day.

      Something had stuck in Cassandra’s head however, and during the quiet morning period, she’d taken it upon herself to put things right. There was no way she would rearrange the shelves by hand. Being somewhat dyslexic and lazy before her third cup of tea, the witch used a little magic to do the job.

      The plan was simple. She only needed to suggest that the books were in the wrong order, and they would sort it out amongst themselves. Ultimately coming from trees, Cassandra believed her nature-focused magic would affect the books; this assumption proved wrong.

      “Heavens, what are you doing?” exclaimed Dot, sipping tea from a fine china teacup. Being a woman ‘of a certain age,’ Dot had an affinity for refinement; only meaning she was never found without a teacup, complete with saucer and a small silver spoon perched on the edge. She thought it gave her a distinguished air, like a lady in one of the many Regency Romance paperbacks she collected. Their yellowing covers portrayed heaving bosoms in frilly dresses, cradled by young lords.

      “I’m taking the initiative, Dorothy,” Cassy said, pushing up her sleeves. She faced the shelf head-on as if she were a picador taking on an enraged bull. She was well aware of how odd she must have looked, squaring up to a collection of inanimate objects with such intensity. But if she pulled this off, the books wouldn’t be so inanimate, and the shopping experience would be greatly improved. Her mother always told her she was wasting her talents. Well, now was the time to prove her otherwise. “Stand back, Dot.”

      Dot remained where she was, added sugar to her tea, sipped it, nodded with satisfaction, and looked on. Cassy took that as acceptance that absolutely nothing could go wrong, and she began the spell. Normally casting magic was a long and specific affair involving the mixture of ingredients in very defined doses, using an exacting recipe. Some potions, ointments, tinctures and salves that she sold in the Nether Edge Spicery contained such magic.

      There was another magic, however—the type her mother had used, which involved incantations. This magic was no easier than combining herbs and spices to create the desired effect, and it was considerably more time consuming. Some of the spells took so long that Cassandra rarely used them; she had developed an ingenious work-around. When she had spare time (which until the start of the summer season was more often than not), she would start the incantation but never finish it. She often had only a few crucial words left to complete the spell and seal its magic. Later, all she needed to do was speak the final words, and the spell would be unleashed. That was the theory, anyway.

      “… and follow then your heart’s desire. Gleaming wood, stagnant fire.”

      “Stagnant fire?” asked Dot. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s a spell. One I made earlier. You’ll see; it’ll do the trick.”

      The Nether Edge Spicery was a small shop, and it was possible to hear just about everything within its cramped walls, but right now there was only silence. As if to break the tension, Dot slurped her tea.

      “Well at least the shop didn’t catch fire this time,” the older woman said. The remark wasn’t intended with malice, and Cassandra knew it, but it still made her wince. Memories of the unfortunate incident early last year sprang to mind. Cassy approached the shelf, but nothing happened. There had been no mad fluttering of books as they swapped themselves into the right order, no magical fizz or flash, or the expected fireworks. Nothing.

      “I was sure I could make this work, Dot.” With a deep sigh, Cassy ran her fingers over the spines of the books. She noted something very peculiar; more peculiar than having a bookshelf in an herbs and spice store. The first book at the top left was Allow’s Thousand-and-One Recipes for Potatoes, Sweet and Otherwise, which could only be considered a good thing in a strictly alphabetical sense. The problem was that the remaining books were also Allow’s Thousand-and-One Recipes for Potatoes, Sweet and Otherwise.

      “Dot, the books…”

      “What is it, hon?”

      “They’re all in order, but they’re all the same book.”

      Dot put an arm around Cass’s slumped shoulders. “It’s all right, Cassandra, dear,” she said. “I never understood why we had a bookshelf anyway. Let’s just hope potatoes, sweet or otherwise, come back into fashion.”

      With a rumbling purr, Herzog the cat chose that moment to jump onto the shelf and parade along it. He inspected the books with a distinctly condescending look on his face. He sat at the end, miraculously perched on the edge without tumbling off, and licked his smoky gray fur.

      “Don’t you start,” grumbled Cassy, eying the feline. “The last thing I need right now is you passing judgment on me. It does little for a woman’s confidence if her pets comment on her work.”

      Cassy turned decisively away from the books, eager to put the whole episode behind her and prepare the shop for the rest of the day, She caught Dot’s bemused expression, and she waited for the inevitable.

      “Do you know what you need?” Dot asked.

      Cassy knew exactly where this conversation was going before it had even started. Still, she would humor the woman for now.

      “Tell me, Dorothy. What do I need?”

      “It’s just that I’ve always thought you might need a man in your life. Call me old-fashioned—”

      “You’re old-fashioned.”

      “At your age it’s considered a bit odd not to have a companion. Now I’m not saying get married; I understand what it’s like these days, and things aren’t like they were in my day. I just think it would do you a world of good.”

      Here came the part where Dot suggested a suitor, plucked from the ever-dwindling pool of candidates in Havenholm. It wouldn’t have been the first time Dorothy had set her up on a blind date and undoubtedly wouldn’t be the last, considering Cassy’s luck with the opposite sex. At 41, Cassandra didn’t think she was too old for anything. She had her own business, which supported two employees and a third during the summer months. She also had magic to practice; something her mother would have said had been grossly overlooked. The life she’d led until then had been rich and rewarding. She’d never felt the need for a man to justify her; not that she wasn’t looking for love. Occasionally, Dorothy’s contenders were on the acceptable side, and Cassandra allowed herself to be wooed long enough to discover that they weren’t right. There was something very specific she wanted in a man. The only problem was that she didn’t quite know what it was.

      “Who have you had your eye on?” Cassy asked. She rearranged the small pots of dried petals that filled the central display, noticing Dot had gone a subtle shade of red. As Cassy had long expected, Dot’s suggestions were always based on who she found attractive herself.

      “Well I just happened to notice a new boy—I mean man—at the station today.”

      “Noyce finally got that new recruit?” Phillip Noyce, Havenholm’s long-standing sheriff, had been looking to fill a vacant post for weeks, but the town being as small as it was, he had very few candidates. After the last deputy had left suddenly, the sheriff transferred an officer from a nearby city, a process that had taken some time.

      “He’s new in town. Maybe you should introduce yourself. He’ll want to meet the people of Havenholm; now’s the time to make a move.”

      There was only so much arranging Cassy could do while Dot put forward her proposal. Eventually, Cassy admitted the store was as good as it would get; selection of books notwithstanding.

      “You called him a boy. I hardly think some young graduate starting out in a career of law enforcement is going to take a second glance this way.”

      “Darling, they’re all boys to me,” said Dot, flustered. “He must be thirty…something. Besides you never give yourself enough credit. You’re a good-looking woman. A prize catch, they’d call you. And with all those things you can do! Well, you understand. It’s an added bonus.”

      “You mean my magic?” Few people knew Cassandra was a witch. Dot was the only person in Havenholm who knew her secret and that was exactly how Cassandra wanted it. She found that the fewer people she showed her gifts to, the smoother her life was. She advertised herself as a genuine witch and sold spells and other magical items, but that was very much part of the subterfuge. No one actually believes you when you say you’re a witch. “If you think that anyone’s going to be impressed by my ability to make twenty of the same book, then maybe you should start looking further. You know, cast the net wider.”

      Immediately Cassandra saw cogs turning inside Dot’s head, behind the gray hair tied up in a bun. Already she was thinking of people she knew out of town. With an exasperated, yet highly amused sigh, Cassy flipped the closed sign to open on the front door.

      “Maybe I’ll take a break from dating for now,” Cassy said. Across the street, the bank was opening, as was the cute café she was determined to visit one day. Early morning commuters were beginning the long drive to work, and an already stressed-out mother herded a gaggle of children into a park. Two streets down, the workmen had already demolished an old building, the hammering of their tools vibrating.

      “Well, about that… I may have already set you up for tonight,” Dot said. “Besides, he’s coming around later with Sheriff Noyce.”

      Cassy unlocked the door and slumped against the glass. What was one more man to disappoint, she thought. She was getting good at it, and maybe because he was the new deputy, this ‘boy’ might spread the word, and Cassy wouldn’t have to bother doing it ever again.

      “Thank you, Dot.”

      “No problem, dear.”

      Herzog wound himself around Cassy’s legs, purring contentedly. He let out a little yelp as Cassy picked him up. She lifted him to her face and looked right into his glassy, green eyes.

      “I don’t know what you’re so happy about. What if he’s the one? Then you’ll be the second most important man in my life.”
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      The shop was busier than expected that morning, and it was only when Mrs. Hamswell, the local busybody, head of the PTA and the Havenholm Women’s Lawn Bowls Association, council representative and treasurer for the Scrapbooking in Havenholm Gathering, arrived in a bluster of leaflets and posters just before lunchtime. It was quite a sight to see the stout woman, scarlet jowls quivering, come thundering through the Nether Edge Spicery. Cassy was happy to sit by the register sipping a nice mint tea and let her get on with it.

      “Do you need some help?” Patty asked, rushing to Mrs. Hamswell’s aid. Patty was the second full-time employee at the Spicery, after the long-serving Dot. The two women couldn’t have been more different. Dot was tall, almost regal looking, wearing only the most out-of-fashion floral dresses, Patty was heartbreakingly young and somewhat enviably slight in figure. She could pull off a more vibrant wardrobe, which she did with aplomb. Today she wore an eye-watering striped set of yellow and pink leggings and a large, loose-fitting blouse that wouldn’t have looked out of place back when Dot was a girl, but Patty made it seem the height of fashion. Everything about her shouldn’t have worked but somehow it did; from the blonde hair with red tips down to her big, clumping boots.

      “I’ll be fine,” protested Mrs. Hamswell, gathering her various one-sheets and pamphlets around her. Patty looked to Cassy and gave a ‘well, I tried’ shrug, to which Cassy replied with a sharp nod to the line of customers forming by the counter. With the young girl attending to business, Cassy focused on the maelstrom of paper Mrs. Hamswell had brought.

      “Do you have a poster for me, Mrs. Hamswell?” Cassy asked, picking up a piece of paper from the floor. It bore all the marks of having been mocked up at home, possibly by Mrs. Hamswell herself. What it lacked in professionalism, it more than made up for in giant bold red lettering.

      

      EMERGENCY MEETING TONIGHT @ 8 PM

      TOWN HALL

      Then in smaller red letters it said:

      To address the wholesale ransacking of our town by unscrupulous contractors / developers.

      Followed by:

      Coffee and cookies provided.

      Cassandra had to concede that it got the job done, but what it was about still eluded her. She felt compelled to attend; the red lettering was very convincing.

      “I wasn’t aware we were being ransacked,” Cassy said, scrutinizing the poster. She tried to give it back, but the Treasurer for The Scrapbooking in Havenholm Gathering refused it.

      “Put that up in your window,” she demanded, once she’d composed herself. “You’ve seen what they’ve done to the Langdon building, haven’t you?”

      The incessant thrumming of the deconstruction work had petered out by mid-morning. Either that, or Cassandra had grown accustomed to it.

      “That old place? It’s been unoccupied for over a year now.”

      “But do you know why?”

      She had to admit that she didn’t. Town planning was not her specialty.

      “They’re taking over, Miss Dean,” Mrs. Hamswell hissed, as if it was self-evident who she was talking about.”

      “The contractors?”

      “The corporations. They’re buying up all the buildings around town. Before long you won’t recognize our Havenholm. Always the same with these out-of-towners, thinking they know what’s best for us. Remember that department store? That’s not what we need, but that’s what we’ll get if we don’t stand up to them. It’ll be nothing but drive-thrus and discos.”

      This was hardly surprising news, though if they did get a disco, Cassy would raise an eyebrow. The Langdon building had been little more than a magnet for vandalism since the previous business shut down. It had been home to an ill-advised department store, something that a little place like Havenholm could not support. If someone wanted to come in and buy the vacant properties around town, then Cassy had to assume it could only be a good thing. Too often little places like this die out. The young move away eventually, and there’s little to tempt new people.

      “Well, it’s certainly a good idea to discuss it.” Cassy smiled at Mrs. Hamswell. “I’ll be at the town hall tonight.”

      With a sudden and unexpected familiarity, Mrs. Hamswell took Cassy’s hand and shook it. Defying the laws of physics, she held onto her posters.

      “God bless you, Miss Dean. It’s the little businesses like this one that always suffer when they move in, you know. Thank you for your support.” She left just as she’d entered, in a whirl of paper and deep, labored breaths. She paused before exiting and turned back one last time. “Remember, coffee and cookies.”

      And then she was gone.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Hamswell!” Patty hollered enthusiastically. It was impossible for Cassy to tell if Patty was being sarcastic or not; the girl appeared to be so full of joy and life; she had to give her the benefit of the doubt.

      The Spicery’s other employee, Dorothy McGuiness, appeared out of nowhere, having successfully avoided not only the slowly dwindling line of customers, but also the encounter with Mrs. Hamswell.

      “What did she want?” Dot asked.

      “Another one of her crusades. Last year it was all about fishing licenses, and before that it was something about a bypass road that never came to be.” Cassy said.

      “Coffee and cookies?” mused Dot, looking over the poster. “We should go.”

      “Can I leave the shop in your capable hands?” Cassy inquired.

      “Lunch break?” Dot smiled.

      “I’m thinking of trying out that new place across the street.”

      “Get them to make you a pesto melt. I promise, you will not recover.”

      “That good, huh?”
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      Leaving the shop when it was so busy felt like cheating, but Cassy was the boss. She’d been working since early morning, way before the store opened for the day. Besides, her stomach was complaining. If she left it any longer, the rumbling might scare away the customers. Before the start of the summer season, it was rare to get so much business.

      “Coffee and More” read the no-nonsense sign above the café. A husband and wife team had just opened the Paris-style establishment a month before. Already it was looking a little empty. Cassy remembered the Spicery’s first week in the corner of Havenholm called Nether Edge. She’d barely kept up with demand, despite her suspicion that people came to investigate and possibly mock her when they found out what kind of store it was. But, the store had done well and she believed she and her shop had become an established part of town. With its ornate wooden storefront, the Spicery became a landmark people used as a meeting point.

      Cassy ordered a spiced pumpkin latte, impossible to resist, even though it was hardly the right season. Above the counter there were two of Mrs. Hamswell’s crude yet effective posters.

      The diminutive woman who worked the coffee machine noticed Cassy’s wandering eyes. “Are you going tonight?”

      “Do you buy all this conspiracy stuff?” Cassy handed over exact change. “I mean, people coming in and taking over the town?”

      The look the woman gave her, coupled with the fact that not one but two posters had been proudly displayed, should have tipped Cassy off.

      “You know Bob’s Hypermarket closed down? No warning. It just happened last night. They say he sold out to whoever it is knocking down that Langdon place.”

      A one-time high school sweetheart of Cassy’s (for all of two weeks), Bob Mayweather had gone to France and discovered Hyper-marchés. He’d brought the concept home with him, seemingly oblivious that it just sounded dumb in English.

      The drugstore within the market had also closed, which explained why the Spicery was so busy that morning. Much of what he sold could be found on their shelves, too, or at least some organic equivalent.

      “Yeah, but it’s not like they’re going to knock everything down and not do anything with the land. It’ll bring money to the area, right?” But the barista gave her a withering look and asked if she wanted anything to eat. Cassy excused herself.

      Unable to shake the thought that something bad was happening to Havenholm, Cassy ordered a pesto melt. She was delighted when the most appetizing thing she’d seen in a while was delivered to her. It smelled divine.

      While she passed one occupied table after another, Sheriff Noyce and a tall young man in a deputy’s uniform approached her. As Dot had promised, he was an attractive, albeit youngish man.

      “Ah, Mrs. Dean!” the Sheriff greeted. “We’re just doing the rounds of all the local businesses. You were next on our list, but two stones and all that.”

      “Two birds.” She desperately wanted to correct Mrs. to Miss, especially as the new recruit had turned out to be a lot more attractive than she’d imagined. “I heard through the grapevine that we had a new deputy.”

      Cassy approached and stretched out her hand to the young deputy. He received it with a firm grip, large hands, and soft skin. His eyes were striking and displayed what Cassy knew as heterochromia. One was the most piercing blue, the other a deep, luscious, woodland brown. From her time studying occult texts she knew this to be a sign of either imbalance or harmony. (No one ever said ancient occult texts were any use.)

      “James,” he said, his voice soft yet heavily accented. She couldn’t place exactly where, but deep south for certain. When they’d looked outside Havenholm, they looked far. “James Jones.”

      The name went well with the drawl.

      “Pleased to meet you, James,” Cassy said with a squeak. She swallowed hard to clear her throat. “Can I get you a drink? I mean are you getting a drink?”

      “Just familiarizing myself with the community, ma’am.” Ma’am! “Having the grand tour as it were. Yours is the one with the big old-fashioned sign out front, right? The Spicery?”

      “That’s the one. All mine. My business, which I own. Independent woman and all that.” She could feel herself blushing, a fixed grimace on her face. She did her best to conceal her weak-at-the-knees schoolgirl ditziness. “Not that independent, though. It’s not like I don’t need a man in my life.” Sometimes, Cassy wished there were a spell to shut her mouth.

      “Don’t we all?” said Deputy James. All the color drained from Cassy’s face. Surely not… not the square jawed, quirky-eyed Texan? “Well, I mean having a partner, that is.”

      With the color now flushing back into her cheeks, Cassy felt a little light-headed. For a minute, she thought Dot had misjudged the situation. Before she could embarrass herself further, Cassy turned the conversation to more serious matters. “Are you going to the town hall later?” she asked the sheriff.

      He took off his wide-brimmed hat and rubbed his slightly balding head. “You know what? Yes, I am going, just for security. Naming no names, but a few of our residents have taken a dim view of recent events. Things are getting a little heated, and of course I get sucked into the middle of it all.”

      “It’s not all bad, is it?” Cassy questioned, trying to have her own concerns squashed.

      “You know how it is with small places like this. We’re stubborn. Stuck in our ways. I’d say it’s a good thing trying to preserve what we have, but we can’t stop progress, now can we? Say, did you know that when you opened your store I had several complaints?”

      “My little shop? It’s just about the most small-town place I can imagine. We sell nothing more offensive than ginger!”

      “Well… naming no names.” The sheriff winked.

      And there it was. Mrs. Hamswell strikes again. Somehow this put Cassy at ease. If the town naysayer could get her underwear in a twist over something as innocent as the Spicery (if you discounted all the magic) then maybe there wasn’t anything to worry about when the big boys came in.

      “I’m sure it’ll be just fine.” Cassy glanced at her watch. With the hypermarket out of business, they could expect increased traffic throughout the day, and she had to hold down the fort. She bid the sheriff and his new deputy a good day, turned to leave, and then paused.

      “Are you going, too, Deputy Jones? Tonight, I mean, to the town hall?”

      “Like the boss said, we’re there for security more than anything. Some lawyers for the firm doing the renovations are coming down, and well, we wanted to show some hospitality.”

      That changed everything. If the buyers would be represented at the meeting, then everything suddenly got a lot more serious. Cassy’s concerns had been stifled, but now they’d flared up again. Maybe there was a concerted effort to turn Havenholm into the next tourist town. It had the scenery and the history—now all it needed were the hotels, arcades, and malls and…

      Half lost in thought, Cassy crossed the street to her store. She had almost reached the door when she felt a tap on her shoulder. Expecting it to be Deputy James, Cassy turned with her cutest smile ready. It was not the deputy, however, but Sheriff Noyce.

      “I called to you but you must not have heard me,” he said, puffing. The short run from the café had taken its toll on his old body.

      “I’m sorry. How can I help you?”

      “Cakes.”

      “Cakes?”

      “I need to make a cake for someone.” He looked around, almost ashamed someone might hear him admitting to such a thing. “I don’t really know what I’m doing. I mean, I’ve got the recipes, and I can work an oven. I’m not dumb. It can’t be that hard, right?”

      “You have to bake a cake?”

      “Yeah, it’s for someone,” he said, sheepishly. “What do I put in it? Raisins? You sell cakey things, don’t you?”

      “I guess we do. Well, follow me. I have everything you need inside.”

      The Spicery was still busy, but Patty had things under control, and Dot was restocking the shelves in a languid sort of way that emphasized just how infrequently they’d had to do it over the winter months.

      “What about ginger?” asked the sheriff, browsing through open boxes of ingredients. He found a ginger root and smelled it. The tart sting made his eyes water. “That’s potent.” He coughed. “How do you girls do it? I mean you spend all day in here with all these smells—it’s overwhelming. I feel like I’m in a market in Morocco or somewhere, you know what I mean?”

      Cassy breathed in deeply, filling her nostrils with the strong aromas from the myriad of herbs and spices. Lavender hung from the ceiling and barrels were filled with rosemary, dried licorice and vanilla pods, each giving a fragrant, sweet smell. Then there were the more bitter odors like nettle, clove, horseradish and exotic types such as orris and salep. It all mingled together in the air like ingredients in a big cauldron. It was exhilarating.

      “It’s quite something, isn’t it?” Cassie smiled proudly.

      “Sure is,” the sheriff agreed. “Why don’t you get a few things for me, and I’ll find the recipe that matches.”

      “Sounds like a good idea,” Cassy replied, then called to Dot, “Please rustle up some things for the sheriff. Aniseed, vanilla, nutmeg, maybe even some spearmint.” Then, to Noyce, “That should keep you going.”

      “I reckon so,” the sheriff said.

      “Say Phil,” Dot interrupted, with the habit of calling everyone by their first name, status be damned. “Where’s that lovely young man gone? I thought you might introduce him to our Cassy.”

      “Oh, it’s like that, is it?” he said, turning to Cassy with a grin. “I thought I detected a little something back there. You have your eye on our new recruit, Mrs. Dean?”

      “It’s Miss,” corrected Dot, who arrived with a bag of choice ingredients. “Here’s a selection of things. I’ve labeled each one individually so you can distinguish your ginger from your aniseed.”

      “Oh, of course. ‘Miss.’” Sherriff Noyce took the bag and held it to his face. He breathed deep and coughed. “My, my,” he spluttered, “how much do I owe you?”

      Nothing. It’s on the house, Cassy was going to say until Dot interrupted.

      “All it’ll take is a good word from you to the young deputy,” Dot said. Cassy rolled her eyes but didn’t protest.

      “I’ll see what I can do, ladies. Goodbye,” he said, then called across the room, “Goodbye to you too, Patty.”

      Patty waved back, just happy to be included in the conversation at last.
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      The town hall was a grand thing with a string of lights highlighting it after nightfall. It was an old building, built to last and it dwarfed most of the surrounding buildings.  Only the silos on the outskirts of town bested it.

      It had more than enough capacity to accommodate the 200 or so people who had shown up that night. They crowded the steps leading to the main entrance and spilled onto the street, preventing cars from passing. Havenholm was a small town, barely large enough to be called a town, though it encompassed a few remoter areas that made up the numbers. New England was dotted with similar places, relics from colonial days that had barely changed since Europeans set foot on the shores of the New World. The only real downside of living in such an idyllic place was the slow broadband, something that Patty was always complaining about.

      As they approached the crowd, Cassy was glad she’d asked Patty and Dot to come along. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to cope with such an unexpectedly large group of people. It wasn’t social anxiety so much as claustrophobia that beset Cassy in situations like this. She’d never been one for large crowds and always felt trapped, say, when she was shopping in an out-of-town mall. With the Spicery trio together she was a lot more confident.

      “Wow, I’ve never seen so many people out like this before!” Patty exclaimed. “Where did they all come from?”

      “If people think that the place they call home is in trouble, you can guarantee they’ll want to be heard,” Dot responded. It wasn’t cold, but Dorothy had come out wearing a huge, puffy coat that looked odd on her tall, slight frame. Cassy couldn’t get the image of a hotdog out of her mind, but she kept it to herself.

      “It’s mob mentality,” Cassy observed. “Until this meeting, I guarantee half of these people didn’t care either way if there were plans to develop in Havenholm.”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge, Cassandra,” Dot retorted. “There’s a lot of pride in this town.”

      “Well, as far as I can tell it’s a good thing what they’re doing,” Patty added, then lowered her voice when she realized that she was probably in the minority. “We could do with a little injection of the modern world around here. There’s only so many times a girl can go bowling, you know.”
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      Soon everyone had squeezed into the main hall. Although there were fold-out chairs provided, many were left to sit in the aisles or stand at the edges. The two exits had been left open and were packed with latecomers unable to get into the room. Mrs. Hamswell was one, which, considering she was the main instigator for tonight’s meeting, seemed like an oversight. She forced her way through, and despite being on the smaller side, got in without too much trouble. Cassy stifled a laugh at the woman heaving and panting, her cheeks bright red with effort. She was no doubt putting up posters until the last minute and might have missed the event itself had she not run out of them.

      “So, we have her to thank for all this, do we?” said Dot, indicating Mrs. Hamswell.

      “When she gets a notion in her head, nothing stops her, that’s for sure,” Cassy replied, searching for an empty chair. “I think she did a good thing. We need to talk about what’s happening in our town.”

      Dot mumbled something under her breath and then spoke up. “We’ll not hear the end of it now, though. This is enough to fuel her for the rest of the year. I swear, sometimes the only reason she’s got to poke her nose into other people’s affairs is because her life is so dreadfully dull. She has nothing to gain or lose if Havenholm gets redeveloped. The only thing she needs is a cause to fill her life.” Cassy raised an eyebrow at Dot, but undeterred, she continued. “I don’t care if you think I’m talking behind her back. The truth is that she’s a bore. You know she spoke to me for two hours straight about the junior high school play? The blasted thing only lasted forty minutes, and she doesn’t even have a kid.”

      Being someone with little standing in the community—and indeed it was little, she was merely a shop owner—Cassy was mercifully given a chair. She wasn’t sure if she would have survived had she been forced to stand. An older gentleman gave up his seat to Dot, and Patty happily sat on the floor next to Cassy. The gentleman, however, kept asking Cassy what was happening on stage, as he didn’t have the best view from where he was.

      The raised stage at the far end of the hall was often used for local productions—amateur renditions of Shakespeare plays, or one-woman shows written by the town’s prolific but underachieving resident dramatist. Occasionally larger acts would pass through, no doubt through some error in booking, but not even they could attract the numbers present on that night.

      Earlier, when they’d first arrived at the town hall, Cassy had spotted an unusual car parked in the lot reserved for officials. It no doubt belonged to the woman in the expensive black suit who now stepped onto the stage and sat at a folding table. It had enough seats for four other people. One of those was Havenholm’s mayor, Mr. Brustwick; a large man with a baldhead that shone under the strip lights. To his right was the out-of-town woman, and she was joined by a man who Cassy guessed was an associate; they shared the same look of being there out of a sense of duty rather than any need or desire. Completing the panel was Donald Saint-John, a local developer with a run of failed projects, but who remained a vital force in Havenholm. That was until money from outside came in. A hush descended over the room as if a concert were about to begin, and Mayor Brustwick addressed the audience.

      “Thank you all for coming. I’d like to thank various concerned citizens for arranging tonight’s Q&A—there will be a chance for you to ask the panel questions after the initial presentation. Now, I’d like to introduce the guests we have here tonight.” He mopped his brow with a monogrammed handkerchief. “You all know me, so I’ll move right on. To my right, Mr. Saint-John owns Biggs Bowling Alley—”

      “Among other things,” the man interjected.

      “Well, indeed. To my left, we’re pleased to welcome Mrs. Jane Fontaine and Mr. Wallows—”

      “Willows,” corrected the man Cassy guessed must have been a lawyer.

      “Winnows?”

      “Mathew Willows.”

      The Mayor continued, regardless. “As you all know, things are changing in town. You might be aware that the Langdon building is finally coming down after having languished for so long.” This was met with a ripple of boos from the audience, but did not slow the mayor’s pace. “Several other properties have been singled out for redevelopment, and as I hear it, in my capacity as mayor of this fine town of ours, there have been several objections to this.” The response was more than a ripple this time. Brustwick raised his hand to steady the crowd.

      “Now I understand that there might be opposition to these plans, and this is why I invited representatives of Newmark, the company behind the redevelopment, so that they can have their say.”

      The woman on staged shuffle papers in front of her. At a guess, Cassy would put her at about fifty-five, although a lot of money had made that look like forty-eight. She looked anxious, aware that she was in a hostile environment. Her companion didn’t look so intense, which made Cassy assume he was a subordinate.

      Brustwick rumbled on like a distant storm. “But first I would like to hear from Donald.”

      Donald rose to a smattering of applause.

      “I don’t have much to say, which for those of you who know me know that is quite out of character.” He paused for a laugh. “But let me tell you this: progress is inevitable. Progress is what I’ve built my reputation and business on. We would be fools to shy away from it. A town stuck in the past is doomed. I’ve always said this. But—” Here came the second pause. He had a flair for the dramatic; that was certain. “Progress without conscience is reckless, and this is what Newmark is bringing to Havenholm. It has always been my priority to enhance our town without ever taking away from it. I build homes. I build shops, entertainment venues, but all within the character of Havenholm. Now, I don’t know what Newmark’s endgame is, but do you really believe they have the heart of this town beating inside them? I’m Havenholm-born and raised, and there’s nothing I would do to endanger what we have here. I cannot believe that some fancy, opportunistic conglomerate”—Donald nearly spat out the word—“has anything but their own bottom line as a priority.”

      “So much for brevity,” whispered the man from his place at Cassy’s feet. “What’s happening now?”

      “The woman from Newmark looks riled. She’s getting up. Seems to be obsessed with the papers in front of her, but it’s just nerves.”

      When she spoke, however, Jane Fontaine was calm, collected and at ease with speaking to large groups of people. Her tone was firm but kind, as if talking to children. She didn’t seem at all fazed by the smattering of hushed insults. Cassy felt sorry for the woman, but then again, she represented the people trying to take Havenholm apart.

      “Thank you, Mr. Saint-John, for that unbiased insight into our business,” she said, expecting a laugh but receiving none. “Foremost, I’d like to make Newmark’s stance clear on the subject of the recent acquisitions in Havenholm.” Cassy winced. Already it was sounding like some prepared corporate statement. “Our values are American values; ones of exceptionalism and forging ahead into new and exciting territories. At Newmark, we want to build on what makes this nation great and give back what you, the people, deserve.”

      Any goodwill Cassy had for the woman had just about evaporated. It was as if she thought the locals would fall for the same old baloney that worked everywhere else. With her attention wandering, so did Cassy’s gaze. She scanned the room and picked out a few familiar faces, none of which looked like they were being suckered in by Madame Fontaine’s speech.

      As promised, the sheriff was there, his gaze firmly fixed on the stage. Deputy Jones was not with him, much to Cassy’s disappointment, but she reasoned that he must have been stationed elsewhere. Sure enough, she found him on the opposite side of the hall as if he were the mirror of the sheriff. She waved at him, then immediately felt stupid and hoped no one had seen her. Inevitably, Dot had.

      “There he is,” Dot called over the heads of the people between them. Cassy slipped down in her chair.

      “I know,” Cassy said, suitably chastised. She returned her attention to the stage. Ms. Fontaine was still speaking but now seemed to direct her bland corporate spiel to a man down at the very front who had stood up and jabbed an accusing finger at her.

      “You know what? I tried.” She sighed. “I knew it was going to be like this; typical small-town mentality. It’s why I got out of here in the first place. Nothing here is precious, can’t you see? Newmark came here to create prosperity and wealth, because we saw an opportunity. But of course, I should have realized I would have to first knock down the brick wall of your ignorance.”

      The man who had confronted her again said something, receiving some applause. Judging from redness in the woman’s cheeks, Cassy guessed the man had overstepped the mark.

      “You poor idiots,” she growled, rage bubbling under a conspicuously calm voice. “This was a courtesy. In fact, there is nothing you can do to stop us. Ask your mayor. Do you think Newmark could move in without local support? I have half a mind to suggest that we buy the whole damn place and bring in the bulldozers.”

      With that she tossed her papers away and stormed offstage. The crowd erupted into a frenzy. Whether because of the way Ms. Fontaine treated them or because of the revelation that Brustwick had sold them out, Cassy didn’t know; the result was the same, either way, and two police officers were not enough.

      “I think we’d better get out before it gets ugly,” came a small voice somewhere near Cassy.

      “For once, Pats, I think you’re right.” The problem was, things already turned sour. Cassy stood on her chair, which was the only way to see all of the shouting people.

      On stage, the mayor answered questions while trying to calm everyone down. This was made all the harder by Saint-John, who tugged repeatedly on the large man’s jacket, demanding answers to his own set of questions. The Newmark man, Willows, slipped out mostly unnoticed, which was lucky, as a few of the rowdier locals stormed the stage and knocked over the table. It was as grand a statement of anarchy as Havenholm had seen since the Civil War.

      Cassy felt her arm being vigorously yanked and turned to see Dot, who, still in her coat and now bright red in the indoor heat, resembled a hotdog in a bun more than ever.

      “This way, Cassy,” she said, with Patty in the grip of her other hand. “We’re getting out of here before it gets worse.”
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      Tea above all things was essential to Cassy’s continued wellbeing. She enjoyed its myriad of variations, though she had a particular affinity for Darjeeling with an orange peel infusion. It reminded her specifically of her mother, as this was the type she drank. Whether Cassy liked the drink for the associations or for the flavor itself, even she couldn’t tell. What was taste but interpretation anyway?

      It was tea Cassy craved in the moment she, Patty and Dot squeezed their way through the crowd and to the refreshing night air. The town hall had become a boiler room, heated by incensed residents with nowhere to vent their frustrations other than at their poor, put-upon mayor (though he deserved it!).

      “I think tea is in order, don’t you?” Cassy suggested.

      “My sentiments exactly,” Dot confirmed.

      “I’ll never understand the obsession you two have with tea. It’s just leaves in water with a spoon or two of sugar,” Patty noted. “What’s wrong with a Coke?”

      Dot pulled her coat up around her neck and turned away from the younger woman. “And just what do you think Coke is, exactly?”

      Patty started to answer but stopped when she found there was nothing to say.

      “That was a little intense, wasn’t it?” Cassy mused. She looked back at the town hall. People were leaving already; the parade of disgruntled expressions led her to believe nothing had been resolved. There would be another similar meeting within the week, though Cassy suspected with a strict limit on attendance. There would be questions galore for the mayor now, and there was little he could do to worm his way out of it. The implication was he’d been selling construction rights to Newmark. If it was discovered he’d profited from this personally, then he wouldn’t last the year. It was all speculation at this point, and Cassy had no intention of poking her nose into it. As long as the Nether Edge quarter was safe, then she’d file the whole thing somewhere in the back of her mind.

      At that moment, she saw a familiar and angry face. The woman from the Coffee and More Café stormed out of the hall with her husband in tow. Whether it was intentional, they were headed straight for the Spicery gang. Before they collided, Cassy ducked out of the way, focused rage shown on the woman’s face as she marched by, oblivious or uncaring that she had almost knocked over Cassy.

      “Some people,” Dot muttered, giving her best disapproving look. “She’s the woman from across the street; Café and Whatnot.”

      Cassy would have corrected Dot if she’d been listening, but her attention was elsewhere. Cassy spotted the rear-wheel drive car she’d seen earlier in the parking lot, next to the town hall. It belonged to the Newmark lawyers, and after their performance, she would have assumed they’d be on the road already.

      More people were vacating the town hall. The streets were uncommonly busy for this hour, and Cassy had to push her way through to get a better look at what she thought she’d seen in the car.

      “Where are you going, Cass?” Patty called, keen to get going.

      “I thought I saw something… odd.”

      Cassy pressed on to where several cars were parked in a small area marked by a low chain fence. Her attention was drawn to a car parked at a weird angle. She approached, an inner sense telling her something wasn’t right.

      When she got to the car, a door opened on the side of the town hall, causing her to jump. From the light inside, out stepped the male lawyer, Willows. When he saw Cassy by the car he paused, then came forward, his stride picking up pace.

      “Excuse me,” he said, “that’s my car. What do you think you are—” He stopped abruptly and his hand went to his mouth. Cassy followed his stricken gaze to the driver’s side. Shielding her eyes from the overhead street lights, Cassy crept to the driver’s side window. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light inside the car, the details of the scene within revealed themselves.

      The woman, Jane Fontaine, lay slumped against the steering wheel, her eyes wide open, expressionless and glazed over.
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      Tea was still the priority, but typical of police stations across the country, Havenholm’s had only coffee, so Cassy made do with the stale, bitter drink the receptionist handed her.

      It felt like she’d been in the station for hours, but a quick glance at the clock over the reception desk revealed that she’d arrived in the back of Noyce’s cruiser less than fifty minutes ago.

      Cassy swirled the drink around in the cup, then reluctantly took a sip.

      “Mrs. Dean?”

      Noyce and one other deputy, one who was not the intriguing Mr. Jones, stood above her.

      “It’s Miss,” she said and stood.

      “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, but you can understand the pressure I’ve been under.”

      That was an understatement if ever there was one. Under Noyce’s watch, the most high-profile person to visit Havenholm in several years (save for that time the Dixie Chicks were inexplicably booked at the town hall) had died. There was no way this wasn’t making national news.

      It hadn’t been his duty, nor that of the department itself, to look after the town’s guests specifically, but rather to ensure the safety of everyone at the event. Even so, it reflected badly on the sheriff.

      “If there’s anything I can do, Sheriff Noyce, I’ll be glad to help out.”

      “You’ve done enough, Cassy. You’ve given your statement, and I’m sure we’ll have further questions, but for now you just go on back home. Leave this to the professionals.”

      There was a look in the sheriff’s eyes Cassy couldn’t quite place- he was alert, wired even, as if his mind were firing on all cylinders despite midnight rapidly approaching. He was pushing himself beyond his limits, and he wasn’t getting any younger. She made a mental note to bring him some tea the next day to cleanse his body.

      “Don’t overdo it, Noyce,” she said, something nagging at her. “You don’t suspect foul play, do you?”

      The faintest twitch in the corner of his mouth betrayed everything he said.

      “Not right now, but we won’t know until the autopsy. My initial reaction is heart attack. High-stress job, she’d been traveling all day. Follow that with a confrontation in the hall, then…” His voice trailed away. “It’s a lot of paperwork, just another mess I didn’t need.”

      “You make sure you get enough rest,” Cassy replied. “You’ve got your new man; give him something to do. Where is he, by the way?”

      “Jones? Interviewing a few people like yourself who were nearby at the time.”

      An angry-looking face popped into Cassy’s head. She’d forgotten all about the near disastrous run-in until prompted. “There is someone you might want to talk to. The owner of Coffee and More.”

      “With those pesto melts?” the deputy said excitedly, then retreated under a withering stare from the sheriff.

      “That’s the one,” Cassy responded.

      “It’ll have to wait until tomorrow. We’ve got enough on our plate right now. I’ve got Newmark on the phone every two minutes and Donald on the other line every other minute.” Sheriff Noyce grunted.

      “Don’t let it get to you. As I said, let the others take some of the load.” She winked to the deputy. “It’s what I do with my gang down at the Spicery. My job is to keep them busy.”

      The suggestion made sense to Noyce, and a small smile touched his lips. He carried that smile with him as he turned to the reticent officer.

      “Looks like your workload got a little heavier, Wolinski,” the sheriff said, then turned to Cassy. “Can I get you another coffee?”

      The Deputy went limp, resigned to his fate. No early night for him.

      “I’m all right. I got everything I need.” Cassy downed what was left of the drink, grimaced, then handed the cup to the deputy. “I’d better be going. The girls will be worried.”

      “We’ll speak to you tomorrow, Miss Dean.”
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      As she left the station, Cassy couldn’t help but think something else was going on with Sheriff Noyce. This wasn’t the first unexpected death he’d had to contend with. Only two years ago, there had been a string of killings that he’d all but solved single-handedly. But he seemed unduly agitated this time round. He’d been dismissive when Cassy had suggested that it might have been murder, which only exposed that it was a possibility.

      Before she’d even stepped into the night air, Cassy decided she would return to Coffee and More the following day. She just couldn’t get away from that woman’s angry face. Curiosity had gotten the better of Cassy in the past, and on more than one occasion, she’d regretted poking her nose in where it shouldn’t be. But the sheriff’s office would be overworked with potentially two-hundred witnesses to a possible murder.

      Asking a few questions wouldn’t hurt, would it?

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      Cassy turned to the sound of the voice as Patty emerged from the dark. She had a woolen hat pulled down, which only made her big eyes seem even larger. She was a skinny thing and shivered against the cool air.

      “Do you think you could do a few extra hours tomorrow?” Cassy asked in lieu of a greeting.

      “I might have spare time. Let me have a look at my schedule.” Patty took out her phone, briefly glanced at the screen without turning it on, then replaced it in her bag. “Looks like I’m free for the rest of my life, so sure, why not? You have plans?”

      “Something’s bothering me, and I need to make sure it’s nothing.”

      “Oh, got ya. Well, we’d better head back. I promised Dot that I’d get you home safely; she had to go to bed.”

      “Safely? Are you my chaperone now?” Cassy laughed. It was simultaneously sweet and a little condescending. She hooked her arm through the younger girl’s, and they made their way through the town center.

      The idea that Patty and Dot thought that she needed to be walked home at night occupied Cassy’s mind until she went to bed, and anything about the (possibly) suspicious death of Jane Fontaine was put on the back burner.

      It was no coincidence.

      The representative of a large firm buying up property comes to town, then winds up dead shortly after stating as a matter of fact that the corporation will not stop, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. Many people had a lot riding on the development, and just as many would suffer if it continued.

      Tea first, then wild theories.

      [image: ]

      Cassy’s apartment was filled with all the beautiful aromas that seeped up from the Spicery. It was small, only a single bedroom, a tiny kitchen and a living area just big enough for her to stretch her feet out when she had a rare moment to relax on the couch with Herzog on her lap. She loved her little retreat, though, and would have felt lost in anything bigger. Dot used to kid her that if she were to lie down and stretch her arms above her head, she could reach both walls simultaneously. This wasn’t true, but it wasn’t far from wrong, either. Besides, with the shop downstairs, she spent most of her time with the public and didn’t have all that much space to herself.

      She took her tea—not the usual Darjeeling and orange, but a bitter yet perky natural mint—on the balcony overlooking the courtyard at the center of her block. Nether Edge comprised four separate buildings joined together sometime early in the last century and now formed a perfect little yard with a small garden. In the summer, it was often a great place for residents to meet up for barbecues and little gatherings. For her fortieth birthday, Cassy had arranged a little get-together of a few friends and neighbors, but it had somehow turned into a night-long party, spilling into the street. The following day everybody had returned to help tidy up. That sense of community ensured Cassy would never look for anywhere else to live. Just about everybody was on speaking terms, and Cassy got to know a few residents well over time. Her immediate neighbors to the right were Mrs. Donnington and her daughter Bella, who suffered from a rare disorder that confined her to the house. Occasionally Cassy would poke her head in to see if she could be of any help, but Mrs. Donnington was what Dot would call a ‘trooper’. Despite everything, the woman was always cheery and didn’t let her circumstances get her down. On the other side lived a young couple, childhood sweethearts, who a more cynical person might find off-putting for all their displays of public affection, but for Cassy, they embodied the vitality of youthful love. The girl, Maya, was a keen amateur witch and would often come to the Spicery for tips and tricks. It wasn’t yet time for Cassy to reveal the true nature of what it was to be a witch, however. Maya was still too young and had fanciful notions of what it entailed. Maybe one day.

      A grumpy old man named Frowd (Cassy had never picked up his first name, though Frowd might have been it) occupied the entire top floor of the opposite building. He was mostly a recluse, and Cassy suspected him to be a writer. When he came out of his hermit-hole, Frowd could be seen feeding the birds before chasing them away when he ran out of seed.

      Cassy called out to Mrs. Mayweather, a silver-haired woman who lived on the ground floor of the opposite building. She was performing her daily ritual of watering the plants in the courtyard. Mrs. Mayweather looked up sharply and adjusted her thick glasses. When she saw Cassy, her face brightened and she returned the greeting.

      Murder.

      Cassy shook her head and had a sip of tea. It was too early to have thoughts like that. She wanted to go down to the Spicery and check that everything was okay, even though Patty assured her she could open the shop up all by herself and make do until Dot arrived an hour later.

      The balcony on the other side of the apartment overlooked Main Street. From there Cassy could see all the shops as far as the bakery on the end and what had once been the video store.

      Across the street was Coffee and More, a small place with a few tables and chairs outside. She knew that each of those seats would be full come the start of summer.

      If Cassy couldn’t get rid of the prickly sensation she’d had since waking, she would have to go over there and ask a few questions. She fed Herzog his favorite (tuna and mayo) and went down the fire escape that led to the inner courtyard, bypassing the stairwell to her shop. She wasn’t sure if she had confidence in Patty, or if she just didn’t want to know what was going wrong just yet.

      She passed Mrs. Mayweather on the way out. She had just about finished watering the hanging baskets that adorned the walls on the side that caught the most sun. Petunias mostly, though an errant rose had found its way among them.

      “Cassandra, dear,” said the frail but tenacious woman. She always called her Cassandra. “What did I hear about that business at the town hall last night?”

      “A woman from out of town was found dead in her car.” There was no skirting carefully around the issue, and the old lady wouldn’t have entertained what she called ‘pussyfooting’.

      “Car crash?”

      “No. We don’t know what yet. It might be nothing more than natural causes.” Call it witch’s intuition, or even common sense, but something wasn’t right. “If you hear anything else, you’ll let me know, won’t you? I know you always have your ear to the ground.”

      “That I do, that I do.” The old woman returned to her plants, content to fill her morning looking after them.
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      Having skipped breakfast so she could plausibly order something from Coffee and More and not look like she was just snooping, Cassy entered the establishment with questions brewing between her temples. There was no good way to casually drop her concerns into conversation, so she would have to just come right out with it.

      By the looks of things, Cassy was the first customer of the day, but it was still early. As she entered, the woman who had served her yesterday and who had so rudely barged past her last night was wiping down the few scattered tables. It was the husband, the poor man she’d last seen being dragged helplessly behind his wife, who took her order at the counter.

      He beamed a great smile as she approached.

      “Good morning,” he said, and then a flicker of recognition crossed his face. “You’re from the herb shop across the road.”

      “The Spicery, yes. It’s my day off, so I thought I’d come over and introduce myself. I’m Cassandra; you can call me Cassy.”

      “Peter. Peter Orange.” Cassy smirked and he laughed. “It’s Dutch, or used to be a few generations ago.”

      “So, how’s everything going with the new café?” Cassy admired the small, rustic place.

      “Oh, you know how it is. We tried our best to get everything up and running before summer season, and now we’re kinda twiddling our thumbs until business picks up. In fact, I think you’re our only regular.”

      “Same at the Spicery. Although things are picking up.”

      “That’s what I keep saying; ‘things will pick up.’”

      The conversation had come to a natural pause that was almost impossible to get out of without a great deal of effort. Cassy could order some food, but then the conversation really would be over. There was no getting around it; she would have to be tactless. She had only one chance to leave a bad impression. Fortunately, Peter broached the subject of the town meeting without prompting.

      “We saw you last night. I guess you thought we were extremely rude.”

      Cassy glanced at Mrs. Orange, who was trying to both eavesdrop and concentrate on her work. “Never mind. I know how it is,” said Cassy dismissively, but she pressed on anyway. “What was going on there? You looked in quite the rush.”

      “We spent a lot of time, effort and money on this place, and did you know that this whole building is owned by Newmark? So we’re pretty invested with them. If they pull out of town, we’ll have to renegotiate the lease. It’s more than we can handle right now.”

      Of all the people who had gone to the town hall last night, the Oranges were possibly the only ones who welcomed the new developments. It was not what Cassy had expected. She chewed her bottom lip.

      “Did you hear what happened afterward?”

      Peter bowed his head. “I’m glad we left before all that. Only found out this morning; I don’t think either one of us would have slept after that disaster. Not to sound selfish—I mean it’s a tragedy that the poor woman died, but it really puts our future in doubt.”

      “How so?”

      Peter stole a look at his wife, then leaned forward to Cassy. “Don’t you think it sends a message to Newmark that they’re not wanted?”

      It was something that Cassy had entertained. If Jane Fontaine’s death were deliberate, even if it couldn’t be proved, it would sour any deals going on.

      “But, wait a minute.” Cassy stepped back from the counter and looked around. The posters so vehemently opposed to the redevelopment were gone. Why had they even put them up in the first place? “Where did Mrs. Hamswell’s posters go?”

      “Oh, her?” Mrs. Orange said behind Cassy. She came into view dusting down her hands. “She came in here like a hurricane and pretty much forced those things on us. We didn’t want to seem ungrateful—we don’t want to lose customers before we even have any. So, I said we’d put them up, and we did. Walking through town this morning they were like a plague covering every available surface. She sure gets around.”

      “But you took them down once she was gone?” If anyone wanted to send a message to Newmark it was Mrs. Hamswell. Cassy realized that perhaps she’d been looking in the wrong place. There were people on either side of the debate; even she was still on the fence. It was the people who had entrenched themselves firmly on one side that she had to look out for.

      Cassy ordered a pumpkin spiced latte to go and said goodbye to the Oranges.
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      When Cassy returned to the sidewalk, Deputy James Jones was leaving the Spicery. She nearly got hit by a car crossing the street to catch up with him. Her plan to pay Mrs. Hamswell a little visit must be put on hold. Holding the lid on her coffee, Cassy jogged up behind the deputy. She’d forgotten to get something to eat from the café, and her stomach protested as she bounded up to him.

      “James, isn’t it?” she questioned, before tapping him on the shoulder.

      He smiled when he saw Cassy.

      “Miss Dean. They told me it was your day off, but here you are.”

      “I live above the shop, so a day off rarely takes me far. Say, any news on the—” She wanted to say ‘murder’ but had to correct herself. “Any news on Jane Fontaine?”

      “Well, they’re just about to perform an autopsy. In fact, that’s where I’m going now. Noyce has asked me to take charge of the paperwork.”

      “Well, I did advise him to delegate. That man looks overworked.”

      He laughed. “That’s not what I’d call it.”

      In the stark morning sun, Cassy found it hard to read the deputy’s expression. Was he trying to imply something about his superior? “What do you mean? Is he shirking his responsibilities?”

      “Hardly. I’d say he’s taken on more than he can handle. If you know what I mean.” Cassy didn’t. Sensing the confusion, the deputy spelled it out for her. “He’s got a new woman, quite a bit younger than him. I get the impression that he’s—how can I say—not getting enough sleep for a man of his age.”

      “Oh my,” she muttered into her coffee, keen to change the subject. It did however clear up the sheriff’s coyness about who he was baking a cake for. “Did you want to speak to me? Is that why you came by?”

      “Just a little follow-up. I thought I might ask you a few questions before setting off to the medical center. It’ll have to wait now. If I could ask you to come to the station this afternoon, I could get what I need.”

      “Why don’t I come with you now? Like I said, I’m free.”

      “I don’t want to impose on you. It’s really not necessary.”

      “You wouldn’t be imposing. Besides, I’d like to get to know you.”

      He mulled it over for a second. “Sure. Why don’t you ride along with me; if you don’t mind stopping at the morgue on the way. I have a few things to do there.”

      “Absolutely, no problem.” Cassy smiled. It was a date; a ride with the new deputy and an autopsy in one day? She couldn’t believe her good luck.
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      Knowing they didn’t have far to drive to the morgue, Cassy tried to strike up a conversation. “So, I’m having a drink with some friends later tonight; if you’d like to tag along, we’d love your company,” she said.

      “Sounds like fun! Where are you guys going?” the deputy asked.

      Cassy had to scramble to think of a place. “Dempsey’s,” she said, hoping the sports bar was still open. It had been too long since she’d gone out socially.

      “Noyce mentioned that place. Said they made good cocktails.”

      Cassy scrunched her brow. “I never pegged the sheriff as a cocktail kind of guy.”

      “Well, I think he was recommending it as somewhere to take a date. Sports and cocktails; you have all bases covered.”

      “Of course, the mysterious new woman in his life,” Cassy said. “Did you know he made a cake for her?”

      The cruiser pulled into Maybury Hill, two blocks from the morgue. Without taking his eyes off the road, Jones replied.

      “Had some this morning. It was all right. I reckon he brought it in for the boys because he had a lot left over. Gotta guess she wasn’t into it. I don’t know Sheriff Noyce that well, but I’d say he’s acting like a high school kid out on his first date. Don’t get me wrong; he’s a competent guy. I just think his mind’s elsewhere at the moment.”

      “How so?”

      The newly appointed deputy had started something he was now regretting, but he was too much of a gentleman to cut the conversation short.

      “Well, take this murder—”

      “Murder?”

      “I mean fatality,” he said wryly. “We were on the scene immediately, as you know, but a perimeter was not set up as soon as I would have liked.”

      “Do you think someone could have gotten to the body before it could be examined?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “But it’s a possibility?”

      “Look, I guess we’ll find out soon enough if there’s anything worth worrying about.” The deputy indicated they were at their destination already.

      The morgue was part of Havenholm’s modest medical center where the town’s only doctor held his practice. Dr. Nathaniel Bloom was as much a landmark in Havenholm as the town hall. He had seemingly always been a part of the daily life of the town. Cassy had noticed him right at the front of the meeting the night before, and he’d been on hand to see to Ms. Fontaine before the ambulance arrived.

      Now it was up to him to perform the autopsy.

      A wave of prickly ice crept over Cassy’s skin as they entered the morgue. She’d always been sensitive to auras and sometimes could tell if a place was good or bad before even setting foot in it. The morgue was neither; instead she was getting sensations of loneliness and regret. She tried her best to put it out of her mind and behave like anyone else would. But then again, who wouldn’t be a little freaked out by visiting the morgue?

      “Well, hi-dee-ho there! Is that little Cassandra Dean?”

      The short man with the eccentric gray hair who popped out of a doorway to greet them was Dr. Bloom. Cassy was surprised that he even recognized her. It had been a long time since she’d broken her arm as a kid, and she hadn’t been back to see him since that day.

      “Dr. Bloom,” she said, casting a look to Jones, who seemed a lot more amused by the situation than she was. “I hope you don’t mind me tagging along. Deputy Jones said it would be all right if I—”

      “The more the merrier, the more the merrier.” The doctor smiled, his voice lilting. “That’s what they say, isn’t it?” Bloom took a bite from the sandwich that hung precariously from his hand, the contents threatening to spill out on the floor but miraculously holding on tight. It reminded Cassy she was desperately hungry while simultaneously putting her off food. The doctor beckoned them to follow him. Far from being a sterile place, the morgue was a lot more welcoming, with varnished wood along the walls, making it almost homey. It didn’t do enough for Cassy to shake the sense of loneliness, but it was making up for it.

      The main room where they kept the bodies was smaller than she’d expected and with three corpses, it almost felt cramped. Except there weren’t three, Cassy had to remind herself, but at least six or seven. In addition to the table in the center of the room (where Jane Fontaine presumably lay, thankfully covered with a green sheet for now), there were four other gurneys, all occupied, and two cold chambers embedded in the walls.

      Bloom unceremoniously pulled back the sheet to uncover Ms. Fontaine’s pale face. Cassy was no stranger to death, and it took more than the regular dose to shock her, but on seeing the woman and her oddly peaceful face, she let out a gasp. She was comforted by Jones’ hand, which slipped into hers.

      “There’s nothing to be alarmed about, Miss Dean,” Dr. Bloom said as he fussed around the body. “It’s all quite natural.”

      “Natural causes?” the Deputy inquired. He let go of Cassy and approached the table, notebook in hand.

      “Ah, I meant nothing more than the state of death is a natural thing. The means by which it occurs can be anything but.”

      “So, what about Ms. Fontaine?” Cassy pressed. She was as keen to know the results of the autopsy as Jones was. Bloom rocked back on his heels and considered his response.

      “I must admit that I’m ashamed to say that I’m stumped.”

      Jones let his notepad fall to his side. “How so?”

      “She was a healthy woman with no prior ailments. For a woman of—” Bloom checked his notes— “for a woman of fifty-five she was in very good shape. No external trauma. Internally there are signs of inflammation, but nothing I’m not suffering from right now.” He took a bite of his sandwich.  “I’ve tested for foreign substances, the usual poisons, drugs and the like, but nothing’s shown up on the toxicology report.”

      Jones looked concerned. This was not what he’d wanted to hear. Cassy could tell that as the new kid on the block, he’d wanted to prove himself, and this had seemed like the perfect opportunity.

      “But people can’t spontaneously just stop living,” he said. “Can they?”

      “Not entirely true. It can happen—rarely—but it does. In this case, however, I doubt it.”

      “What do you mean, Dr. Bloom?” Cassy asked.

      “When I said the toxicology showed nothing, that was true, but her body shows signs of a reaction to something. Look here.” Bloom pulled the cover back to reveal the stitches that kept the body together. Cassy felt a little woozy and blamed her skipped breakfast. “Her skin is dry around the neck, uncommonly so. Her pupils are pinpoints—”

      Cassy leaned in. The woman was beautiful, hard-faced, and stern. Death hadn’t changed her much.

      “…which is odd, because it was nighttime when she died. They should have been fully dilated,” Cassy said. She looked to Jones, who was suitably impressed. But she wasn’t seeking his approval; her natural instincts were kicking in. “Is it possible that the toxicology report could have missed something?”

      With a long sigh, Bloom folded his arms. “It’s possible, certainly. But it would have to be a very exotic compound for it to not show up.”

      Jones grumbled distractedly. “You suspect something, though?”

      “Suspect? Yes. Am I certain, though?” Bloom shook his head.

      While Jones talked to the doctor and got him to fill out the appropriate forms to release the body, Cassy took the opportunity to check the small metallic bowl next to Jane Fontaine. It had been the first thing she’d spotted when she’d entered the room. She’d been waiting for a moment to inspect it. It contained the effects of the deceased—a single ring; a wedding band.
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      When Deputy Jones was finished, they said goodbye to the peculiar Dr. Bloom and made their way to the cruiser. The farther they got from the morgue, the more relaxed Cassy became. The feelings she’d been picking up inside the morgue dissipated. Soon she was feeling like herself again, and by the time the car was halfway to the station Cassy felt like talking once more.

      “It’s murder, right? It has to be.” The silence that greeted her told her everything she needed to know. Jones suspected foul play. “Circumstances alone have to raise a few flags; toxicology report be damned.”

      “It takes more than circumstance.”

      “You’re not saying there’s no motive, though. I think we both know there’s a lot of negative sentiment toward her and who she represents.”

      “Which leaves us with a town full of suspects.” Jones sighed. He turned off Main Street and continued the short, winding drive to the station. “When anyone might have a motive, and there’s no murder weapon—hell, there’s not even a definitive sign of injury—then there’s very little to go on.”

      “But—”

      Jones downshifted as he neared a residential area. On all but two lawns Mrs. Hamswell’s crudely printed posters were on proud display. Some even had two or three. When the people of Havenholm got behind something, they really got behind it.

      “But nothing. My personal ‘hunches’ don’t come into this,” Jones snapped. And neither do yours. As a representative of the law, I must have something more substantive. Starting with you.”

      “Me?”

      “You found the body, didn’t you? What compelled you to go out of your way to check her car? You don’t drive, do you? So what were you doing in the parking lot?”

      This was the first time Cassy had seen this side of the deputy- official and forceful. She liked it.

      “I didn’t find her.” Cassy thought back to the night of the death. It had been Ms. Fontaine’s associate, Willows, who had first spotted her. He’d seen the body from afar, even though Cassy had been closer. Until then, Cassy hadn’t thought this was strange, but on reflection it seemed convenient. Nobody suspects the person who finds the body, do they?

      “Who found the body then, if not you?”

      Cassy looked out at the passing colonial houses of the more affluent area of Havenholm. Town meeting tonight! More than ever she was convinced there was something going on.

      “I mean, there were a lot of people there that night. The car was stopped, and any number of people walked past. Someone must have seen something,” Cassie pointed out.

      He must have bought her misdirection, as he didn’t bring it up again.
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      After a disappointing follow-up interview at the station (disappointing because even though the police got what they wanted, Cassy hadn’t been able to glean any new information) she returned to the store for a well-earned cup of tea and, finally, something to eat. Famished beyond all reason, she practically devoured all of Patty’s cookies—the ones she kept by the cash register and would routinely snack on throughout the day.

      One benefit of having a store at the intersection of two streets is that it becomes a meeting place. You never ask someone to meet you halfway down the road, but always on the corner. And so, the Spicery would often become a hub for gossip.

      With her hunger tamed but not defeated, she was about to head into the world when she overheard a conversation between two women browsing the meager selection of books, hoping to find recipes.

      After being bewildered by the shelf of identical books (Allow’s Thousand-and-One Recipes for Potatoes, Sweet and Otherwise) their conversation turned to the meeting the night before. One of them mentioned how she’d seen someone whom she called “the scrawny little sidekick guy” at the Auberge.

      The ‘sidekick guy’, Cassy assumed, was Willows. She’d planned to accidentally-on-purpose bump in to Mrs. Hamswell after eating, but now she had an idea that Willows was still in town, and tracking him down gained priority. The police would want him to stick around for a while, she guessed, but she wouldn’t have long before he went back to the big city.

      “Where are my cookies?”

      Sheepishly, Cassy turned to Patty. She wiped crumbs from the corner of her mouth then struggled to swallow the last of her ill-gotten loot before replying, “I’ll buy you some more. I promise.”

      “Aww, man!” Patty had a way of making anything sound like it was probably the end of the world.

      “Things are going to get worse before you get more cookies, though.” Cassy put on her best ‘you know you love me’ smile before continuing.

      “Go on.” Patty groaned, already resigned to her fate.

      “Do you think you can hold down the fort for the rest of the day?”

      “I thought you were going to take over. I’ve been struggling without Dot.”

      Dot had a very relaxed relationship with timekeeping and would often come to work late. This wasn’t out of laziness or contempt for her coworkers but more a deeply ingrained disconnect with reality. Late in life, she’d been diagnosed with dyslexia and other associated disorders, which meant that she was officially and clinically scatterbrained.

      “Well, where is she then?”

      As if on cue, the bell above the door heralded Dot’s arrival. She entered as always with a beaming smile.

      “Morning all,” she said, then looked at her watch. “Good afternoon.”

      Patty threw her hands in the air in celebration. It would be painful for Cassy to inform her that Dot was needed elsewhere.

      “Let’s say I pay you double-time today, and then you can have all of tomorrow off?” she said to Patty before she got any ideas of freedom.

      Even with her youthful and naturally cute face, Patty pulled off quite a determined scowl.

      “Seriously?”

      “I can’t drive, Pats, and Dot has a car.”

      “I have a car,” Dot offered, as she made her way round behind the counter.

      “Not so fast, Dot. I need you to take me to the Auberge.”

      “The place just out of town?”

      Cassy nodded. “I’ve got this bee in my bonnet about that poor woman who died, and I have to get a better sense of who she was. Her partner is still in town, it seems.”

      Dot rubbed her chin for a second. “Do you mean the woman who wanted to destroy Havenholm?”

      “That’s not quite accurate, Dot,” Cassy responded, “but yeah, her.”

      “Well, let’s get going then. We can’t wait all day.” Dot was already halfway out of the shop before Cassy realized what was happening. Patty waved Cassy away.

      “I promise you’ll get a whole day off tomorrow,” Cassy said.

      “And double pay.”

      “Of course.”

      “And two packs of cookies.”

      “Three, I promise.”

      “And I get to choose the radio station in the store.”

      “Don’t push your luck, Pat.”
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      With a belch of black smoke, Dot’s car spluttered to life. It was a small old thing with what Dot liked to call ‘character’ and a high yearly maintenance bill. The seat on the passenger side was a good three inches lower than the driver’s. Dot was already much taller than Cassy, so the older woman now towered over her. It was disconcerting, and Cassy tried to keep her eyes fixed on the road ahead rather than crane her head up when talking.

      “You know where it is, don’t you?” Cassy asked. She had no idea how to get to the Auberge, a tavern on the outskirts of Havenholm. It was the place of choice to stay when visiting the area for those who could afford it.

      “The roads are my second home, hon. Don’t you worry.”

      By the time it became apparent they’d set off in the wrong direction, the cookies Cassy had stolen from Patty were wearing off, and she dreamt of what she might eat at the Auberge. Swearing in the mildest and most restrained—and to Cassy highly amusing—manner possible, Dot turned the car around and raced back across town.

      The forest started suddenly as they passed the sign thanking them for visiting Havenholm and warning them to drive safely. The trees were tall, dark and tightly packed, with deep shadows creeping between them, even by the light of the summer sun. They formed a wall that separated the town from everywhere else. It was a psychological thing above all; there were many roads that cut through the forest, and the town was readily accessible, but that great, dark sea was a mental barrier of sorts that gave the residents of Havenholm an island mentality. It played no small part in the business with Newmark. Haveners (as they called themselves) enjoyed the remoteness of their hometown, as it made them special. Havenholm was a place you either stumbled upon or didn’t find at all.
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      The Auberge was a halfway house, neither consumed by the forest nor part of the town. It had been a safe house for smugglers many moons ago but in more recent times was a sought-after retreat for those keen to get away from life. Rarely was it home to visiting suits planning their next big commercial construction project.

      As they pulled into the short driveway leading to the grand, old, wood-fronted building, Cassy sensed trouble. A car she recognized, a tasteless gold-sprayed old thing, some might call ‘classic’, was parked askew across several parking spots.

      “Is that Donald’s Cadillac?” Dot asked, as she cautiously navigated her way around the vehicle, then delicately parked beside it.

      “Yeah.” It was his car. The license plate read BLDR 4 Cassy guessed 1-3 were already taken.

      As they got out of Dot’s car, the cool air hit Cassy. The first days of summer hadn’t warmed this part of the world yet. The skyscraping trees on both sides of the tavern cast long shadows.

      “What do you reckon Saint-John is doing all the way out here?” Dot questioned, pronouncing the name Sin-jun as Donald was constantly correcting people to do.

      “My guess is that he’s doing the same thing we are.”

      “Putting his nose in where it isn’t wanted?”

      “Exactly.”
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      The reception area was empty except for a large bear carved from a single block of wood that stood menacingly at the center of the room. Whether it should greet visitors or give them second thoughts was unclear. Dot walked right up to it, entranced.

      While Dot was occupied, Cassy had a preliminary look around. It was a nice place and had an unforced quaintness that spoke of great care and attention to detail. Caught somewhere between log cabin and five-star Manhattan hotel, Cassy thought she might like to stay there. It occurred to her a desire to take a vacation somewhere just minutes from home showed a lack of ambition, but it did little to dissuade her. There was a bell at the reception desk and a small sign inviting guests to ring for assistance. Cassy almost touched the bell, but stopped, not wanting anyone to stop her from sneaking around.

      “Dot!” Cassy cried in a loud stage-whisper. She beckoned her over, and together they crept through the foyer, through the double doors that led them to a maze of corridors.

      “Do you hear that?” Cassy whispered.

      Dot tilted her head. “Voices.”

      “They’re coming from over there.” Cassy nodded farther down the hallway. One of them was Saint-John for sure. She recognized his booming, pompous baritone. The voices led them to a mess hall. Four walls were floor-to-ceiling windows looking into the forest. The trees swept down a steep incline, revealing the true expanse of the woodland that seemed to stretch to the horizon.

      Silhouetted against the expanse of blue-gray pines were two dueling figures, wielding jabbing fingers, neither daring to get anywhere close to physical contact. Cassy sighed. It was the kind of rage-fueled, but conservatively restrained fight that only men in their fifties would engage in. She’d been secretly hoping she might find Saint-John challenging Willows to a punch-out. The worst-case scenario here would be that one of them might get a stained shirt if his pen burst during a mild scuffle.

      “He’s gone off the deep end,” Dot said. “He’s frothing at the mouth like a rabid dog.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Donald had turned a delightful shade of puce, and his neck strained at his collar. Despite being loud, none of his words were intelligible from where the two of them hunkered down behind the entrance door.

      “Something’s got him riled, that’s for sure. You’d think he’d be a bit more restrained.”

      “Especially as that poor man just lost his friend.”

      ‘That poor man’ was considerably calmer than Saint-John, though from his balled fists Cassy could tell that Willows wasn’t serene.

      “Should we break them up? We don’t want this getting nasty.”

      Cassy considered doing just that, except she wanted to know what they were talking about. Believing they were having a private argument meant that they would be unguarded.

      “No, I’m going to get a bit closer,” Cassy responded. “You stay here. If a member of the staff comes by, you knock three times.”

      “Got it.”

      Between Cassy and the two men were a dozen long, wooden tables with thick benches on either side. She could go from one to another without being seen. That was the plan, anyway.

      Getting onto her hands and knees, Cassy scurried to the nearest one. For a moment, she considered what she might do if a porter, or even the manager of the Auberge walked in, drawn by the sound of Donald’s booming voice, and found a middle-aged witch crawling around on all fours. When she decided there was no possible explanation she could give that wouldn’t sound implausible, she relaxed. There was a certain amount of confidence in knowing what you were doing was inexplicable. It took some of the danger out of it; that uncertainty just wasn’t there. In a way, sneaking around between the tables was liberating. If she was caught, then it would be a fair cop, and she wouldn’t argue with it. But Cassy still had to focus on the task at hand. Untroubled by the consequences, she wanted to hear what was being said.

      The closer she got, the more she was hidden from view. The angle at which the tables were aligned made it nearly impossible to spot her. Besides, both Willows and Saint-John were focused on each other.

      “…wouldn’t be here if you’d just accepted the deal.” The calm voice hid a tremble of anger. It was Willows’ smooth, lawyerly delivery.

      “That was no deal,” retorted Donald’s deep gurgle. “That was extortion. And this changes nothing; all this mess! If you think that I’m going to be somehow more amenable to your offers out of sympathy, then you’ve got a shock headed your way.”

      “Mr. Saint-John,” Willows pleaded, “would you please show a little decency? The tragic loss of my close partner has nothing to do with this. The offer we’re making is the same revised contract as before. If you think that I would somehow try to use this terrible situation as leverage in a property deal, then you have greatly underestimated me.”

      “No, it’s just a happy coincidence, isn’t it?” Donald’s voice lost a little of its solid footing, aware that he’d perhaps stepped over a line. “You know what I mean. You’re in a better position now than before. The police suspect she was killed, and that just makes me look bad, doesn’t it? If I capitulate, then I lose face, but if I stand strong, then I’m heartless and quite possibly liable to incriminate myself.”

      “I hardly think that—”

      “You don’t know the small-town mentality. If someone sees smoke, they cry fire. Mark my words. You may have lost a colleague, but my reputation is at stake.”

      The extent of Donald’s insensitivity was staggering, and Cassy had to restrain herself from standing up and calling him out on it. It was a miracle that Willows had refrained from punching the man for as long as he had.

      After a deep, tired sigh Willows spoke once more.

      “The truth was that Jane was not the best-loved person. She was hard to get along with sometimes, but she was professional and got the job done, and that alone got her a lot of friends. Even her enemies respected her. If you’re talking of a small-town mentality, it’s the kind that would erase a problem rather than solve it.”

      “What are you implying?”

      “You very well know what I mean. I spoke to Sheriff Noyce earlier today, and they have suspicions that she was poisoned. And the way I see it, there aren’t that many people who would benefit from Newmark pulling out from Havenholm. We can still make this backwoods little town a prime holiday destination, and you can still be involved. I just need to know what kind of a person I’m dealing with.”

      “Are you saying that I was somehow responsible for Mrs. Fontaine’s death—?”

      “Miss.”

      I hear you, thought Cassy. After a certain age, you become a Mrs. whether you like it or not.

      “Miss, Mrs., Señora for all I care. If I was the killer, you’d still want to do business, wouldn’t you? I bet it would make the deal more attractive even. That’s how unscrupulous you are.”

      “Scruples are forged by circumstance, Mr. Saint-John.”

      A bench juddered back as someone knocked into it, and Cassy shrunk down so as not to be seen. Judging by the sudden halt in the argument, it was neither of the dueling men who had made the noise. They made idle noises like children having been discovered somewhere they shouldn’t have been. If Cassy dropped close to the floor, she could see Saint-John’s shiny black shoes (with a preposterous golden buckle) and Willows’ sleek brogues. There was another pair, bright white trainers, just a little farther beyond the men. A cleaner had entered the room and was wiping down the tables. Cassy had to back off now or risk being discovered. Suddenly the threat of being found became real, especially as she now knew that all parties on the panel the previous night at the town hall were in cahoots. Without getting up, Cassy shuffled back the way she’d come but paused when Saint-John talked once more.

      “Look I’m sorry — I’m a bit high-strung now,” he said in as close to a whisper as he could get. “Bring the documents to my office, and I’ll look over them. Maybe I was being rash when I… What I’m saying is that I’m an impulsive man, prone to do things in the spur of the moment.”

      “Well, I have them with me. They’re in my room if you want to handle it now.”

      No, he doesn’t! Cassy needed the men to stay exactly where they were. Dealing with one rapidly approaching cleaner was bad enough.

      Cassy dropped to her belly and twisted so she was facing the other way. This meant she couldn’t keep an eye on anyone, but it allowed for a faster retreat. She just had to hope she wasn’t spotted. Through the mesh of benches and table legs, just by the door through which they’d entered the dining room, Cassy spotted Dot, diligently standing guard. She was oblivious to anything happening inside the room, as her gaze was fixed on the hallway beyond.

      By the third bench, Cassy allowed herself a little peek over her shoulder and froze when she could no longer see either of the men she’d been spying on. A flurry of movement alerted her that they were crossing the room. Cassy rolled under a bench to hide herself completely and watched with strained horror as they approached. Dot was oblivious to them. Willows wouldn’t know her from Eve, but there was a chance that Donald might figure out who she was.

      There was little Cassy could do to warn her friend beyond calling out to her, and that wouldn’t have been wise. Her fingers strummed the floor nervously as her mind raced for a solution.

      Ever since she was a kid, Cassy had been enthralled with the more mystical aspects of life. It was something she’d picked up from her mostly strict and distant mother, being the one thing they had in common. Since those days, Cassy was loath to use her skills for anything but the most trivial things. Occasionally, she was called upon to do things beyond mixing a love potion or an ointment for curing hair loss.

      Cassy rolled onto to her back and looked down the length of her body using her feet as a sight. It was always good to have a target when practicing magic, and in her cross-hairs now was the bucket into which the cleaner was occasionally dipping an over-sized sponge. With her hands clasped together as if in prayer, Cassy placed her thumbs to her lips and blew between her palms. The breath was warm and continued to get warmer as she chanted some old words she had learned phonetically without ever understanding them. It was a simple spell, as were all her spells, and crucially it required little time to take effect. She jerked her hands downward and unleashed her breath from between her hands. Pneuma, her mother had called it, but Cassy thought of it like a breeze. The gust was just enough to knock over the bucket, sending water across the floor.

      “Scheisse!” the woman proclaimed as she tossed the sponge into the expanding puddle of soapy water. It was that exclamation and not the accident itself that drew Willows’ and Saint-John’s attention. The expensive shoes stopped on just the other side of the bench Cassy was hiding under. She squeezed out from below carefully and trotted toward Dot, who had a panicked look on her face as she frantically pointed at the men behind Cassie.
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      “Yes, I know,” Cassy mouthed, then shooed Dot out of the hall. She grabbed Dot by the arm and walked briskly to the reception area. In her heightened state, the large wooden bear gave Cassy a shock, as it seemed to loom above her suddenly.

      “Can I help you?”

      Cassy twisted sharply to the woman who had addressed them. She was short with thick glasses.

      “Yes, we were thinking about staying here, me and my, um…” Cassy looked to Dot, “mother.”

      “Mother, that’s right,” confirmed Dot, to Cassy’s relief. Improv was not the woman’s strength. “I had her when I was thirteen, which accounts for how young I look.”

      Cassy deflated but kept smiling. “We were just driving through to Raven’s Home.”

      “Havenholm,” the receptionist corrected.

      “That’s the one,” Cassy said, “We’ll be on our way now. Come along, Mother. I left your pills in the car, and we don’t want another accident like last time, do we?”

      And with that Cassy led Dot outside and allowed herself to breathe again only when they were safely in the car. Cassy shut the door and clicked her safety belt and waited for Dot to do the same.

      “Thirteen?” Cassy giggled.

      “Well, while we’re coming up with stories I thought I’d make it a little more believable. Do you think she’d really buy that I was your mother?”

      “Come on, let’s just get out of here before Donald catches up.”

      [image: ]

      The drive into town was reasonably quiet, but all Cassy’s thoughts were jostling for her attention. Even the death of Mrs.—Miss—Fontaine hadn’t dampened either Willows’ or Saint-John’s enthusiasm for making a deal. She suspected the meeting at the town hall had been for show, the unexpected death notwithstanding. This didn’t account for how it came about, however. It stretched credibility that Mrs. Hamswell, the clear instigator in setting it up, was associated with property deals. This was the woman who judged the cake competition at the local school and who had once driven a ride-on lawnmower from one end of Havenholm to the other when she’d locked her keys in her car. If the goal was to create a false competition in the market, as Cassy suspected was the case with Newmark and Havenholm’s own property magnate, Mrs. Hamswell was the last person you wanted involved.

      The giant, brooding tree line receded in the rear-view mirror, and the comforting and familiar skyline of Havenholm rose in front of them.
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      Mrs. Hamswell lived in a small house on the site of the first house in what became Havenholm. That original settlement and the buildings erected there had long ago been taken by time, fire and inclement weather, but Mrs. Hamswell still considered herself the very center of the town. It was as if living on the foundation stones of Havenholm somehow made her more important. It didn’t, but Cassy wondered if it had something to do with just how meddling the woman had become. Had she always been that way, or did she find inspiration from where she lived? The house she occupied was one of five tightly packed buildings that were more modern than those that surrounded them. They all looked alike, but Mrs. Hamswell’s was obvious from afar; it was the one with excessive posters in the windows.

      With Dot leading, they made their way up the short flight of steps and across an impeccable front garden

      “You’d think she’d take down some of her posters now that the meeting’s over with,” Dot remarked.

      “You know what she’s like.” Cassy sighed. “She’s trying to hold onto the small amount of influence she has for as long as she can. They’re like trophies. Come next week it’ll be something else. Remember when she tried to start a vegetable competition?”

      “Three pumpkins and a bunch of underwhelming carrots.”

      “When this whole thing blows over she’ll find some other cause to sink her teeth into.”

      The Hamswells’ front door had a dream catcher hanging above it. It jingled as Cassy approached. Other than that, the house was quiet. She rapped her knuckles against the door after having tried the doorbell with no response.

      “No doubt scouring the town for gossip,” Dot snickered. “She feeds on it like a vampire. No need for her prying ways, if you ask me.”

      “Oh, come on, Dot, don’t be so negative. Just what do you think we’re doing? We’re not here on a social call, are we?”

      Dot shrugged and forcefully banged on the door. It swung open lazily and the two women looked into the entrance hall beyond.

      “Hello?” Cassy offered weakly.

      When no reply came, Dot stepped inside.

      “What are you doing?” Cassy snapped. She wanted to investigate but didn’t have the same brazen entitlement Dot had. It was either that or Dot just didn’t understand social etiquette.

      “The door’s open, so that means we can go in. Don’t tell me you don’t want to have a look round.”

      “We barely made it out of the Auberge without being spotted. I don’t want to push my luck by actually breaking and entering.”

      “It’s not breaking in if the door’s open, is it?”

      “The legal definition of breaking and entering means that even if you just—” It was no use. Dot was already inside, and Cassy felt obliged to follow if only to make sure she didn’t make things worse. “I’ve seriously got to learn to drive,” Cassy muttered to herself.

      As expected, the Hamswell residence was immaculate. Cassy felt ashamed that her apartment was so cluttered and disorganized. She could feel the house itself judging her. Messy old witch, it said, until Cassy realized that it was all in her head.

      “Creeps you out, doesn’t it?” Dot asked.

      “How so?”

      “It doesn’t look lived in.”

      That wasn’t true, but Cassy got what Dot was saying. There was a kind of, if not sterile, then overly neat-and-tidy vibe to the house as they slowly crept through it.

      “What if she’s here?” Cassy whispered, peeking into the kitchen. In there, at least, there were signs of normal human behavior with shopping bags on the side counter.

      “If she’s here, she should have answered her door.” Dot said, then to Cassy’s utter horror, she cried out again, “Mrs. Hamswell?”

      “Dot!” Cassy clamped her hand to her mouth as if their cover wasn’t already blown. She relaxed when there was no reply. “I came here to get some questions answered, like whose idea was it was to set up the town meeting? ’Cause one thing’s for sure—there’s something going on behind the scenes, and I don’t think the woman who keeps plastic covers on her couch is behind it all. But she’s not here, and we shouldn’t be either.”

      It was baffling to Cassy how someone could live this way as she looked into the front room of the house. She was a naturally cluttered person who didn’t mind things looking disorganized as long as she knew exactly where everything was. The Hamswells’ house was the opposite of the small apartment above the Spicery. Everything was neat and in its proper place. The fabric on the curtains looked as if it had been steam cleaned that very morning. There was not one hint of dust on the surfaces. Even the armrests on the plastic-covered couch looked like they’d only moments before been wiped down. The only thing that spoiled the presentation was the slowly expanding pool of blood that seeped in from the kitchen. The fibers of the cream-colored carpet were soaking up the brilliant red as it poured off the linoleum floor of the adjoining kitchen.

      “Dot.”

      “Yes, hon?”

      “We have a problem.”

      “What is it, dear?”

      “Can you go through to the kitchen from the other side? I think there’s another entrance from the hall.”

      Cassy heard Dot pad across the thick carpet, and then suddenly the footsteps stopped.

      “Oh my,” Dot said softly and cleared her throat. “Cass, what do we do? Should I call the police?”

      Any normal person in this situation would always call the police, first thing. There would be no logical reason not to.

      “It’s okay, I’ll call them,” Cassy replied. She readied her phone in her hand but did not swipe to unlock it. Instead she crept closer to the redness. Cassy saw the door itself was propped open by Mrs. Hamswell’s foot. She lay on the floor face down, and judging by the extent of the spreading blood, she had been there for some time.

      “I can hardly look.” Dot flinched but didn’t turn away. “It explains why she didn’t answer.”

      Cassy knelt down. She found it was always better to get a different perspective on something to understand it. Mrs. Hamswell had taken a fall, hit her head and had apparently died where she lay. A cup of coffee was still in her hand, or at least the handle was—the rest of it lay scattered around her, its contents mixing with Mrs. Hamswell’s blood.

      “It makes you think, doesn’t it?” Dot asked. “How soon your life can be over, just like that. All it takes is a fall, then bam!” She slapped her hands together to emphasize the point and made Cassy jump.

      “Just what makes you think that this was an accident? We’re in the middle of a murder investigation here.”

      “No, you’re in the middle of a murder investigation, I’m in the middle of calling the police.” Dot took out her phone and dialed. Cassy needed a few more minutes to find something she could work with, but there was no stopping Dot. It was, after all, the right thing to do.

      The thing was, it looked like an accident, and that’s what made Cassy suspicious. It was almost like a reenactment of what an accident looked like. Even down to the little details like a broken cup, the foot propping open the door—a suggestion of what tripped her, perhaps?

      “Is that you, Phillip?” Dot asked, phone clasped to her ear, her eyes glued to the grisly sight before her. “Well, Sheriff Noyce if you must. I wish to report a most terrible thing. A murder… I think it’s just an accident, but Cassy says there’s something about it she doesn’t like… Yes, she’s here. Mrs. Hamswell… Her house, honey. No, Mrs. Hamswell’s.”

      Cassy let Dot’s emergency call fade from her focus, and she reset her gaze on poor Mrs. Hamswell. Was it a coincidence that the one person Cassy suspected—no, suspected was too strong a word—considered involved with the Newmark killing (it was the name she’d given to the Fontaine case) turned up dead just moments before Cassy came to ask her a few questions?

      “They’ll be here soon,” Dot announced. “Sheriff Noyce was in the area and he said we should stay right where we are and not move a muscle.”
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      When Noyce arrived, it wasn’t in his official vehicle. Apparently, he was on one of his increasingly frequent breaks from the job and was escorting his recently acquired lady-friend to the mall just out of town when the call came in. Cassy watched the midlife-crisis-mobile pull up outside the Hamswell residence. Despite the sunny skies, the top was up on the convertible, but it popped open as the car came to a stop, revealing the passengers like the contents of a cracked Easter egg. Dot gasped when Noyce’s girlfriend was uncovered by the receding roof. Cassy had wanted to do the same. Not that Sheriff Noyce was an unattractive man, but he was getting on in years and had the portly build of a man accustomed to desk work, which made the stunning beauty of his companion seem incongruous. They soon learned her name was Rebecca. She gave the man who was several years her senior a kiss on the cheek and let her hand slide down the side of his face. It was an unexpected display of genuine affection that caught Cassy off guard. Her split-second initial reaction pegged this woman—or girl—as a gold-digger, but Sheriff Noyce had neither gold nor tolerance for duplicity.

      “Mrs. Dean, Mrs. McGuiness,” Noyce greeted them as he sprang up the steps to the house. “Can you wait out here for the deputy to arrive? He’ll take your statements.” He brushed by Cassy, who noted he was breathless, despite having arrived in his car.

      “That was quick,” she said, referring to what must have been no longer than two minutes since Dot had called the station.

      Noyce looked back from the threshold of the Hamswell residence. “I was close by, and Marcie at the station always contacts me for situations like this. I make sure she does.”

      “Even if it’s his day off—he doesn’t have a day off.”

      Both Dot and Cassy turned to the slight, young thing climbing the steps clad in a tight, white dress that didn’t so much accentuate her figure as receive a blessing from it.

      “You must be the woman we’ve heard so little about.” Cassy smiled. “I hope you weren’t too hard on the old sheriff for that cake he made you. We did what we could to make sure he didn’t go too wrong.”

      “I love cake,” Rebecca said, despite all evidence to the contrary. She looked conspiratorially left then right as if Noyce might be spying on her rather than investigating the crime scene. “It was a little too good, if you ask me.” Rebecca laughed, a curious braying sort of sound that wobbled her all over. Suddenly aware they were outside the house where someone had recently died, the young woman cringed. “I’m so sorry,” she spluttered. “Was she a friend of yours?”

      “Mrs. Hamswell?” Cassy looked at the house. She hoped the sheriff was getting more information from the scene than she’d managed to. As far as she could see, there was nothing going on. “An acquaintance, nothing more.”

      “I knew her,” Rebecca said casually, “or rather, I knew her daughter; we went to school together. I’m always fascinated by this kind of thing, aren’t you?”

      Although she didn’t reply, it held a certain fascination for Cassy, too.

      “I’m studying forensics,” Rebecca continued, prompting Dot to wheeze and Cassy to wonder how someone so beautiful could manage brains, too.

      Soon one of the sheriff department’s vehicles pulled up to the curb, and out stepped Wolinski and Jones. Wolinski went past them to the house, casting a brief, judgmental look at Rebecca and leaving Deputy Jones to ask the questions.

      “This is becoming a habit,” he said, taking out his trusty notepad.

      “I’m not even involved with this.” Rebecca retreated to the convertible.

      “I know you’re not, ma’am,” Jones said. Something about the Texan accent made everything he said sound so gentlemanly. “I was referring to Miss Dean here, who seems to have found more dead bodies than is statistically probable.”

      “Not really, if you think about it,” Dot interjected. “You see, she was following up on a hunch she had about the previous murder.”

      “Fatality,” Cassy and the deputy both corrected her.

      “So, it’s really just linked to the same event. If it had been an entirely different situation, then I would grant you the point.”

      “This isn’t a game.” Jones had become deadly serious, all trace of the southern gentleman evaporating, replaced with an officious monotone. “I’d like to take both of your statements, starting with Cassandra.”

      “No problem,” Cassy responded, shooting daggers at Dot. “Just one thing though, before we begin.”

      “Certainly,” Jones said.

      “Go in there and tell me that the crime scene doesn’t look funny to you. I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like it.”
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      By the fourth time she’d recounted her version of events leading to the discovery of Mrs. Hamswell, Cassy was feeling the need to embellish just to keep herself engaged. The problem was there was so little to go on. The discovery of the body was as straightforward as anything; and that put Cassy on edge. Death is often a messy thing, and she wasn’t thinking about the blood that had stained the kitchen floor. Besides the smashed mug there was no sign of forced entry (the door was never locked anyway), no sign of struggle or confrontation. Nothing. By the fifth time she’d spelled out what she’d done, even Cassy was conceding that perhaps this was just an unlucky coincidence. Maybe it was just a curious twist of fate that the one person she believed could shed some light on the Newmark killing had wound up dead herself.

      Depleted, tired and resigned to facing a dead end in her short run as a sleuth, Cassy graciously accepted the simple, yet hearty food provided by the police station’s in-house catering. Deputy Jones brought a beef stew (with two dumplings) and a mound of mashed potatoes while she was waiting in Noyce’s office. With limited space, it was the only place available to keep her until she was needed. Besides, Noyce was neck-deep in work and didn’t need the space.

      “I thought you looked a little hungry, so I brought you this.” Jones smiled. The meal came on a tray with little compartments for each food, and Cassy ate it from her lap.

      “You have no idea how hungry I am,” she said. “Apart from a few stolen cookies, I haven’t touched anything today.”

      “So, you’re admitting to the crime then?”

      Cassy went pale, convinced that Jones would arrest her for the murder of Mrs. Hamswell. When he saw the change in Cassy’s complexion, he stumbled over his words to put her straight.

      “I meant the theft of cookies. It’s okay—we don’t tend to deal with crimes on that scale.”

      She could just about swim in the man’s smooth voice, put a few candles around it and soak for the rest of the day. Cassy noticed that she was staring at the deputy in a half-daze when he waved his hand in front of her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, returning to the food she so desperately craved. “No energy and my mind’s wandering.”

      “I’m sorry. I guess we don’t need you after all. When you’re finished, I’ll take you home.”

      “That’s so nice, James,” Cassy said. As he got ready to leave, Cassy called to him. She wanted him to take her home, anything to get close to him, but there was something else she needed to do first. “But, it’s okay, I’ll make my way back. Fresh air will do me good.”

      “If you change your mind, let me know.”
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      The door closed behind Jones with a soft click, and Cassy found herself alone once more. It took less than a minute for her to finish the tasty food, and having satiated her hunger, Cassy leaned back in the chair. From her seat, she could see the entire office. It was, as expected, a blandly official-looking room. It was however, punctuated with personalized elements—inevitable, considering how long Noyce had held the position. He’d been sheriff for as long as she could remember.

      Pacing the room with an idle curiosity, she perused the photos on the shelves behind the big desk where Noyce did most of his work. There he was, holding a fish half as long as he was tall, a grin splashed across his face. There were other similar photographs, not of him fishing, but that proudly displayed the triumphs of his manly pursuits. Noyce with his soccer buddies, a group photo from his days in the military. Next to those was a faded Polaroid of a young, dark-haired woman. The hairstyle, the beads and the quality of the photo itself suggested that it was taken in the 1970s. The woman was pretty, smart-looking, and nothing like Rebecca. Men…so predictable. They go soft in the head over a pretty face. Was it impossible for them to date someone their own age? Cassy picked up the tray of food, which she had all but licked clean (although she was tempted) and made her way to the door before it became suspicious just how long she was taking. As she passed the wastebasket by the door, she spotted the most incriminating piece of evidence she was ever likely to discover.

      “Why Noyce, you little devil, you,” she murmured.

      Cassy retrieved a hastily stashed card box with a golden filigree design printed on the side. She recognized it as the packaging used by the Buttercup Cake Shop in town. There was the proof that the sheriff, in his efforts to woo his young lover, had sought external help. And to think he’d let everyone believe he was making a cake!

      She tossed the box back into the basket and covered it back up so not incriminate the man, then left the station.
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      Mrs. Hamswell’s house wasn’t on the way back to the Spicery, but it was close enough that it wouldn’t seem strange that she passed by. Besides, the detour would take her past Coffee & More, where she could pick up one of their pumpkin spiced lattes, which she’d become increasingly fond of.

      All traces of the police investigation were gone from the front of Mrs. Hamswell’s house, except for the yellow ribbon that barred the door. Entrance to the house was out of the question, and not even Cassy would push her luck that far.

      Instead she went to the back of the house. A small window looked out to a small yard from the kitchen where the body had been. To get to it, and the view inside, Cassy had to use an upturned wheelbarrow. She teetered awkwardly for a moment then went up on tip-toes to get a look in. She cupped her hands over her eyes to shield them from the light, and slowly the scene within revealed itself. Although the carpet was still stained red and probably always would be, the rest of the crime scene was clean. That wasn’t surprising to Cassy, because even when the body had been there it had been oddly neat and tidy.

      It was almost as if the killer had taken as much care with the murder as the police had with tidying it up.

      Cassy let out a concerned sigh as she sat on the edge of the wheelbarrow and absentmindedly spun the single wheel. The killer was familiar with crime scenes and had taken care not to leave any trace. This was all based on the speculation there had been a killer, of course, rather than the whole sorry affair resulting from some tragic accident.

      Cassy thought back to just a few hours earlier and tried to remember who had entered the crime scene first. Had it been Deputy Wolinski? It wasn’t Jones, as he had taken their preliminary statements. Noyce had arrived first, as he’d conveniently been nearby.

      The tingle crept over her body again, the same one she’d felt at the morgue; an empty chill. It was her own fault for going back to the place where she’d found Mrs. Hamswell dead. She reminded herself she was not a detective but a misfiring witch with a nice little business that sold herbs and now had a very limited selection of books.

      This was all beyond her. This was not her territory.
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      Cassy marched to the front of the house and strode all the way to her own familiar neighborhood of Nether Edge. The name struck her as silly. Maybe it was the desire to flush bad thoughts from her mind, but it was all she could think about on the walk back home. The part of town near the river was appropriately called the Edge. But long ago, someone had built farther away from the fishing area and had struggled for a name. The best they’d come up with was Near the Edge, which over time had transformed into Nether Edge. The name was used so frequently that it had lost all its absurdity for her. Odd, she thought, that something as patently silly as that name had become accepted over time.

      It was much like Coffee & More, which she was now approaching. When she’d first heard it, the name sounded casual to the point of being pretentious in its over-studied, noncommittal expression of what it was: a café. But the more she said it, the name was just as a good as any other. It got her thinking that perhaps The Spicery was a little too on-the-nose.

      She looked though the large window of the café before entering and saw Mrs. Orange at the helm that afternoon. She waved at Cassy as she entered. There were a few tables occupied, more than Cassy had ever seen before.

      “Things are looking up.” Cassy smiled as she went to the counter.

      “Not bad. We’ll survive.” Mrs. Orange grinned. “Can I get you anything?”

      The news of Mrs. Hamswell’s death and Cassy’s discovery of the body clearly hadn’t reached this part of town yet, otherwise it would have been the first thing they would have talked about. Cassy would have pounced on Mrs. Orange for all the gory details had she been in the same position. She chose not to bring the subject up and ordered a drink instead.

      “No can do, Cass. Very sorry.”

      Cassy’s face crumpled with disappointment. The thought of that latte had kept her pace up across town. She’d have to fall back on one of her trusty tea blends back home.

      “No coffee? Are you just selling & More now?”

      Thankfully, Mrs. Orange laughed. She’d tire of jokes like that soon, Cassy was certain of it.

      “You can’t spice a pumpkin latte without spices, and we’re all out of what we need.”

      “And just what do you need? I’ve got a shop full of them. Everything you could possibly need.”

      Mrs. Orange shook her head, correcting Cassy. “That’s what I thought, but you’re all out of nutmeg, and I can’t do anything without that. What I can do, though, is get you an un-spiced pumpkin latte or anything else on the menu.”

      “It’s okay, I’ll get some tea,” Cassy said, softly. Already she was retreating into her head to face thoughts of murderers and their weapons of choice. “I’ll be back…” she added as she turned and hurried across the street.
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      Nutmeg. It was delicious stuff. It’s spicy and with an intoxicating smell but not as strong as ginger or mace. And that was the right word. Intoxicating. Used in something like a coffee, or even a cake, it added an earthy zest. In her own work, Cassy used it as an ingredient for good luck spells, especially ones to aid gamblers, as it was always linked to prosperity and fortune.

      It had other effects if used in enough quantity—quantities that would leave both a café and an herbalist’s stocks depleted.

      The bell above the door chimed gently as Cassy entered the Spicery. Dot was already there, having been released from questioning a lot earlier than Cassy had been, but it was Patty who approached her, bounding across the room.

      “Finally,” she cried, “there you are. It’s been hectic without you two. Seriously, I don’t care how much you beg or offer to pay me, I’m not doing this again.”

      There would be a time to apologize to the girl, but it was not right now. “Patty, you have the easiest job in all of Havenholm. Buck up, kid, and listen to me.” Cassy took Patty by the shoulders and looked her right in the eye. “It’s very important that you tell me who’s been buying nutmeg over the last few days.”

      “We sold some to the sheriff,” Dot replied, over the heads of several customers.

      “We gave some to the sheriff,” Cassy corrected, “to make a cake he never made.”

      “No, I mean we sold some to him,” reiterated Dot, “in addition to the stuff we gave him before. It wasn’t just nutmeg, though. Star anise, cloves…”

      Dot rattled off a short list, but Cassy wasn’t paying attention. Nutmeg could be fatal if used improperly, bringing on hallucinations, high blood pressure, and then death. It also wouldn’t show up on a toxicology report.
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      Despite Patty’s protests, Cassy left the shop. She took the tightly wound staircase to her apartment. There she found her mother’s old Grimoire, a hulking book with wooden covers that made it almost impossible to read comfortably. She laid it on the floor and flipped through the fine pages inscribed with small text that on a first look might be mistaken for print. It was the deceased Mrs. Dean’s immaculate handwriting.

      Cassy found the entry on nutmeg where it specified the exact amount needed for a fatal dose. The book was as much about science as about magic.

      She read and re-read the entry, but she was only delaying the inevitable conclusion. She had a murder weapon, she had circumstantial evidence, and she was certain that Dr. Bloom could run further tests to back up her theory. She could do nothing about it, though. Without real proof, or even a solid motive, she could not waltz into the sheriff’s station and point fingers. She needed air. The heady scents coming from the shop below had become overwhelming, when normally they comforted her.

      She opened the window and spotted Mrs. Mayweather in the court below, still watering the plants, though she’d progressed to the other side now.

      “Mrs. Mayweather,” she called out. “Do you have a minute?”

      Slowly, the old lady looked up and smiled when she saw Cassy leaning out the window. “I’ll always have a minute for you, dear.”
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      Cassy was down in a flash, her feet tapping out a quick rhythm on the metal fire escape to the courtyard. Already the fresh air was doing her some good. She breathed in deep, smelling the perfume of Mrs. Mayweather’s garden.

      “You seem a little flustered, Cassandra.”

      “That would be putting it mildly.”

      “Man trouble?”

      Cassy stifled a laugh. “If only. Not yet. I’m working on that kind of trouble.”

      “Something else then?”

      “You remember we were talking about the Newmark case? Well there’s been another death—Mrs. Hamswell.”

      Mrs. Mayweather nodded solemnly, casting her eyes to the ground. “She was a nosy old woman, wasn’t she?”

      “I think she got a little too nosy this time, and she found something.”

      “Like the killer?”

      “I think so.”

      “And you know who it was? The one who killed Bonnie Hamswell and Mrs. Fontaine?”

      Not this again. “It’s Miss. I know for your generation it was probably frowned upon to be single so late in life, but things are different now. We can get away with it.” By the stars, Cassy had enough of this kind of casual judgment from her mother when she was alive.

      “No dear,” Mrs. Mayweather said, “I’m right. I know that girl. And she’s no Miss, I’ll tell you that.”

      This was news to Cassy. She took Mrs. Mayweather by the arm and led her to the bench that ran along the north wall. It was as much for Cassy’s benefit as the older woman’s. “What do you mean? How do you know her?”

      “I saw her picture in the Gazette this morning. Little Jane Fontaine. I guess she went back to her maiden name after the split, but I don’t recall there being a divorce.”

      The ring. Cassy had thought it odd, but in the morgue Dr. Bloom had removed a single ring from the woman’s body, the only piece of jewelry on her. If you have only one ring, it probably means it's a wedding band. Cassy closed her eyes and cast her thoughts back, feeling once more the creeping chill that comes from being in the presence of death. The ring had been white gold, just like the ring worn by—

      “Noyce.”

      “That’s right, dear. It was the talk of the town when those two got married, but not half as much when she left. She said she’d outgrown not just him but the town.” This befuddled Mrs. Mayweather more than anything. The thought that Havenholm might not be enough for anyone was almost inconceivable.

      “Jane Noyce used to live here,” Cassy mused. “That’s why she was chosen to represent Newmark in this deal. But none of this has anything to do with them. This isn’t about the redevelopment of the town. I’ve been looking in the wrong place all along.”

      She hugged Mrs. Mayweather with a suddenness that caught the woman off guard. “Oh my, Cassandra. What’s come over you?”

      “I know who did it and how, but more importantly, thanks to you, I now know why.”

      “Glad to be of help, dearest!” The old woman winked. She picked up her small watering can and returned to her flowers, muttering to herself.
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      The sports car that must have pushed the small-town sheriff’s salary to just beyond its breaking point was parked outside the station, exactly what Cassy had been hoping for. Noyce was in.

      Jones was there, too, leaning against the wall, a hand-rolled cigarette jumping up and down on his lip as he talked into his phone.

      He ended the call and extinguished the embers when he saw Cassy coming up the driveway, chauffeured by Dot. After a few spasmodic stutters, the car stopped, and out came Cassy, Dot and Patty, who had refused to stay at the shop and be left out of all the fun once again. For the first time since it had opened, the Spicery had closed its doors early.

      “Ladies,” Deputy Jones said in a voice so low it was felt more than heard, “can I be of assistance?”

      “We’ve come to tell you who killed the Newmark lady,” Dot replied, unable to keep quiet.

      “Cassy’s worked everything out,” Patty added. She put an arm round her boss’ shoulders and pulled her in close, displaying her proudly to the deputy.

      “Well, this all sounds just great. Sure, it saves me having to do any work. And here we were considering bringing in outside help. I’ll get State Office on the line and tell them to not bother, shall I?” Cassy noted his deep, molasses-thick sarcasm and ignored it.

      “Is the sheriff in?”

      Jones nodded.

      “Then tell him I know who murdered his wife.”
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      Inside the station things were busier than usual. With only Noyce, three deputies and Marcie on reception, things quickly got out of hand when something big happened. No wonder they were considering bringing someone else in, although now they didn’t need to.

      “Boss?” Jones called out as he led Cassy and her two companions inside. “Where is he, Marcie?”

      Marcie, a stony-faced woman who seemed permanently stuck at her desk in the station’s foyer, apparently never going home or going to sleep, answered wearily.

      “In his office, with the girl.”

      “Can you tell him to come out?” Jones asked.

      With a single raised eyebrow, Marcie made Jones cower. Reluctantly, she picked up her handset and dialed the three-digit internal number. Elsewhere a phone rang, and then stopped.

      “Deputy Jones is at my desk, he wants to talk to you—”

      “Alone,” Jones interjected.

      “Alone.” There was a pause as Marcie got her reply. She nodded wordlessly then replaced the handset. “He’s coming.”

      Cassy looked to Patty, then to Dot to avoid Marcie’s withering gaze. Why she hadn’t been made sheriff was anyone’s guess. She would have prevented half the crimes in town with those fierce green eyes.

      Noyce arrived, dressed in his civilian clothes. Cassy saw that he’d left the door to his office ajar. Through the gap, Cassy spotted someone tall, elegant and white moving inside.

      “Couldn’t this have waited, Jones?” Noyce said on arrival. Then he noticed Cassy. “What do you want, Mrs. Dean?”

      “For the last time, it’s Miss. Not that it really matters. Except that sometimes it can be important, like if it means the difference between having a motive for murder and not.”

      “What’s she talking about, Jones?” Noyce asked.

      “You’d better listen to her; she told me enough that I think we’d better hear her out.”

      Sweat beaded on the sheriff’s forehead. He already knew.

      “It’s a sign of deep compassion and love that a man would wear his wedding band long after the relationship has fallen apart. Such devotion is a little sad, too. Hopeless, don’t you think?”

      Noyce moved no muscle but looked Cassy right in the eye. She continued.

      “I can imagine someone keeping it after a loved one dies, but what does it say about that someone when their spouse is still alive?”

      “What are you getting at, Miss Dean?” There was no intonation in Noyce’s voice; just flat monotone that gave nothing away.

      It was a calculated risk, one that could easily backfire, but Cassy thought she was doing the right thing. She stepped closer to the sheriff and reached out to take his hand. He clasped his fingers around hers, and in an instant he seemed to collapse in on himself. He fell forward into her arms. Softly, Cassy spoke into his ear.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” she whispered. She felt his chest heave, then deflate. “You refused to grant her a divorce, didn’t you?”

      “I loved her so much,” Noyce said, unable to step back from Cassy just yet. His voice was strong. He rubbed the white gold band on his finger. “She was my everything. When I learned she was coming back to town, some dumb little part of me thought that I could win her back after all these years. It sounds so pathetic now, but I was going to bake a cake for her. She used to love things like that, so I thought it would be cute. You know, a stupid, dumb cute thing to do for her.” His words broke for a fraction of a second then became resolute.

      “I saw the cake box in your office. That was for Rebecca, wasn’t it? She’s not so easily pleased, is she? Homemade cake not her thing?”

      There was no answer.

      “When she wants something, she wants the very best version of it. If it’s a cake, or a car, or the man she loves.”

      Noyce pulled away. Something was forming behind his eyes, the pieces slotting together to form a terrible whole.

      “You bought nutmeg from my store, or rather your card was used to purchase it. So much in fact that we ran out.”

      “What does that mean?” Jones asked, his puzzled face switching from person to person seeking an answer.

      “In sufficient doses, it can kill. It’s also easily hidden in food…”

      “…or drink,” Patty added.

      Noyce’s attention turned to his office. He waved weakly at Rebecca, who returned the gesture.

      “She’s a jealous woman,” he said, still looking to his office, “because she loves me. I believe that she does. That day Mrs. Hamswell died, I got a call shortly before Marcie got in touch. It was from Rebecca, asking me to pick her up. She wanted to go to the mall. I didn’t think twice about it, even when she told me where she was. I never made the connection until now. When we were investigating Jane’s death—”

      Noyce’s face did not falter, but he took a while to talk again. With a deep breath, he began again.

      “We interviewed Bonnie Hamswell and… It was a simple slip of the tongue, but you know what Bonnie’s like, nothing escapes her. She got the truth from me that Jane was my wife. Of course, to her this was like treachery. She swore she was going to expose me, saying that I was colluding with Newmark. But I let it slide, I let her have her little fantasy that she was important. But she wouldn’t stop prying and prying. One day she came to my house, and that’s when she and Rebecca had a… I wouldn’t call it a fight, but they did not part on good terms.”

      “Bonnie Hamswell figured it all out, didn’t she? She worked out that Rebecca killed Jane.”

      For the longest time the room sat in complete silence, though Cassy could feel Patty practically vibrating at her side. Then, without prompting, Noyce strode across the station to his office and closed the door behind him. Shortly after, sobbing was heard, which Cassy took as her cue to leave.

      “Come on, girls. Shall we go to Dempsey’s?”

      “I hear they do make good cocktails,” Dot remarked.

      “Yeah, and there’s a game on tonight!”

      “Football?” Jones inquired. Cassy had forgotten about him. “I was promised a date,” he reminded her.

      “Don’t you have work to do?” Cassy asked, worried that Noyce might be abandoned in his hour of need.

      “I get the feeling that the boss is going to want to deal with this one himself. How about I meet you ladies later?”

      “It’s a date,” Patty and Dot yelled.
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      “You forgot to buy tuna,” Herzog said when Cassy came through the door. “I checked the fridge, I checked the cupboard, and we’re all out of tuna. We have one pack of cat food and some dry biscuits, but that’s just not going to do it for me. I have certain needs, you know.”

      “Can I have a minute, please? Let me hang my coat up and take my shoes off. I’ve had a busy day.”

      “I’ll say. It’s nearing midnight, and it’s not even a solstice, so you can’t put it down to witch business. You know you have a shop to open in the morning—oh wait, it is the morning already. I guess what I mean is that you have to open up in a few hours.”

      Cassy kicked off her shoes; they hit the wall opposite and fell to the floor. She felt envious of them, it was what she wanted to do. She could collapse right there and then. It was rare for her to go out, much less to do it with a man she liked. So what if she maybe had a couple more drinks than she was planning, and so what if the whole night was spent discussing the Newmark killings (which Cassy realized she now had to rename). And so what if the entire ‘date’ was also spent with two women she spent her entire waking life with. For Cassy, it still counted as a real grown-up night out with an attractive man.

      “Don’t worry, I bought you tuna.”

      “And mayo?”

      “And mayo.”

      She mixed up the food and put it in Herzog’s bowl. He devoured it while purring loudly.

      “Are you coming to bed?” she asked, as she shuffled the short distance to her room. She collapsed face first onto the covers and didn’t move until Herzog came bouncing up next to her.

      “Come on,” he said, in his smooth way of talking. “Let’s curl up and get some sleep.”

      The covers were warm from where the feline had been lying all day. Cassy plumped up a pillow and let the cat snuggle up against her.

      “You wouldn’t get jealous if there was someone else in my life, would you?”

      Cats do not laugh; they don’t have the vocal capabilities, so the sound Herzog made was more of a strangled growl, but the effect was the same. “I don’t think that we’re going to have to face that problem anytime soon, do you?”

      He was probably right, but Cassy would keep trying.
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