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      The balmy spring nights graced the small town of Hope’s Crossing with beautiful moonlight. Absence of clouds allowed the beautiful full moon to accompany the gentle breezes with startling light blue hues and in the streets of the town, people roamed cheerfully between restaurants and other nightspots. The temperatures had been tolerable, but slightly higher than the year before. However, this was great for the town’s tourist trade.

      Cradled in the valley adjacent to Mount Greylock, Hope’s Crossing’s lights glimmered like fireflies in a vale. The sky was barren of rain, yet populated with startling stars that negated the brewing apprehension that crawled the local area. Much as Hope’s Crossing was a gem, a picturesque jewel in the heart of Massachusetts, it harbored an unsavory pretense that lingered unseen to those who passed through. Those residents with even an ounce of sensitivity could feel the tightness in the splendor of the season, but nobody dared speak on it.

      Merely three weeks after the last sensational murder case the town had seen, things were only beginning to settle down for Maggie Corey. Not only had she been the suspect of her own aunt’s murder, but the town’s authorities had pinned another murder on her before she took it upon herself to find the real killer and redeem herself. The unfairness and the subsequent fight to prove herself innocent in a hostile community of religious zealots with a stern hatred for outsiders had taken its toll on Maggie’s demeanor.

      Luckily, she had one solace—she had rubbed it in their faces when the true murderer was arrested and since then, her life had returned to some well-deserved contentment. No matter how the town puppet master, the local reverend, resented her, Maggie had struck a blow for justice against the odds in a town run by old feuds.

      During her struggle to find her aunt’s murderer and attempts to get her aunt’s shop up and running, Maggie had established some surprising facts. Not only was her late Aunt Clara a practitioner of magic, but apparently Maggie had inherited her family’s fascinating but hidden abilities. Of course, these gifts had not gone unseen to all. Some admired it; others detested it. Such was the nature of Maggie Corey’s new life away from her ex and the toxic environment she had left him to wallow in.

      Since Maggie’s aunt was not around to teach her the ways of Corey traditions, she had to endure the sarcastic and lazy lectures of Bramble, her inherited familiar. The big, plump black feline was a source of great inspiration and advice when he was not playfully insulting Maggie’s awkward attempts at becoming what she was intended to be—a good witch.

      Slowly, Maggie had been learning the ropes and had even used some magic to guard her house, but she was far from adequate at casting by herself. Bramble took on his role as tutor in return for extra catnip, but that was a cheap price to pay for his seemingly endless wisdom. During the day, he kept her company at the store once owned by Aunt Clara, and at night, Bramble played teacher in all things herbal and witchy.

      “I am not getting it right, dammit!” Maggie scowled, chewing at her lip. “It did that thing again!”

      “You are not building a hydrogen bomb, my dear,” he noted indifferently. “Relax. Think. This is what I told you the last time your potion did that thing.”

      Maggie sighed, tossing the rosemary aside on the kitchen counter. “Useless. I should stick to making soap.”

      “I will take your word for that. I myself do not use soap, so it is useless to me altogether,” he meowed as he licked his paw. “However, lamenting your ineptitudes does not diminish the importance of mastering them, Maggie. Get to it. Take four.”

      He was right and she knew it. Take four. It had been four failed attempts and he was not letting her off until she got it right. Maggie’s pristine blue eyes glared at him as she sank onto the kitchen stool. Her fingers slid through her long red hair that she had collected in a rough braid that lapped at her lower back as she moved. Bramble was not the soft type, but he took pity on Maggie.

      With a long, drawn-out sigh, he advised, “Use more.”

      “What?” she asked, looking dazed more than anything.

      “Use more of the sage,” he repeated. “You see, sometimes you can increase the potency of an herbal spell by burning ingredients in larger quantities. Make a bale of a bundle, so to speak.”

      “That’s it? All this mixing and matching I have done and all you had to say was use more?” she moaned. “Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

      “I just did,” he replied plainly. “For instance, the elders of your family, the farmers, used to burn whole heaps of dried ferns to bring rain. I can hardly assume a handful could cause more than a pissy streak, could you? It is pure logic to increase the amount if the spell is weak. Duh!”

      Maggie wanted to shout at him, but she had to concede that, even in his snide way, he had a valid point. She had already missed one of her favorite TV shows because she was slow in conquering tonight’s lesson and her frustration only exacerbated the whole thing.

      “Can we at least turn the television on before I do the last bit?” she whined like a child. Bramble was her familiar, not her master, yet Maggie deemed him so important to her lessons that she gave him the necessary respect. After all, he was not to be trifled with. One wrong act could set him off or cause him to retreat, just like a moody wife.

      “Oh all right,” he agreed. “Because we all know how imperative reality TV is to surviving a warlock attack.”

      She switched on the channel and went back to try her spell one more time, while the reporter on the screen babbled. As she marched back to the kitchen, she muttered, “Rosemary and thyme, I think. I am going to alter the potion with those.”

      In the background, someone was reporting on the plague of fires prevalent over the past week across the area, predominantly between tree-rich parts between Salem and Breakheart Reservation. According to the report, this was due to the early spring drought that was increasing the fire hazard. The reporter implored people to take care.

      “Just what we need, huh?” Maggie said, adding the ingredients to her simmering potion once more. “Nature giving us the finger. I was hoping for a cooler summer.”

      “Me too,” Bramble replied. “With this pelt I do prefer the cooler climes, which is why it is better to live up here in New England. I remember the summer of 1821. By the gods, it was sweltering. Even my southern cousin said so. He’s dead now, drowned with his witch a few years later during a personal quarrel with a jilted wife.”

      Maggie stared at him in astonishment.

      He shrugged. “Long story.”

      The newscast music announced the end of the serious stuff and an advertisement came on while Maggie tried to get the potion right, but she could not. Looking utterly distraught, she wailed and threw the ladle in the sink. “I suck at this.”

      “Look, sleep on it, Maggie. Not every lesson is a success the first time round. You really are too hard on yourself, although I do condone a firm pursuit of excellence at all times,” Bramble winked at her. “We can take this up again tomorrow.” He trotted off into the corridor towards her bedroom. “I need some beauty rest.”

      “And I need a magic wand,” Maggie said under her breath. “Hey! Wands. Is that a thing?”

      

      The next morning was especially hot, even at an early hour. Barely after the sun reared its face, the temperature had already pushed beyond normal measures. Curled up on Maggie’s bed, Bramble awoke with a start. A loud clap ensued from the kitchen and scared him out of his wits. It sounded like a small explosion and he raced downstairs to see what was happening. There stood Maggie in one of her favorite silly aprons, which read “Cooking Catastrophe.” With the brew having exploded all over the kitchen, and over Maggie, the thing read “Cooking Cat,” with the rest of the lettering defiled by the mess.

      “I think not,” Bramble protested, trying not to laugh at the way in which his witch stood frozen in her spot.

      “Bramble! I think I added too much paraffin to the candle wax,” she pouted, too scared to move and risk more goop dripping over her. He kept his distance, circling the scene like a detective, but what he was actually doing was surveying the place for any breakfast.

      “I am not good at this,” she added, looking around at the mess.

      “No, I wouldn’t readily dismiss your talent just yet, Maggie. Perhaps you are not a candle spell person or a soap-making master yet, but I must confess, I reckon you have an aptitude for working magic with edible herbs especially. I rather assume you might be a kitchen witch,” he reported.

      “A kitchen witch?” she asked, running her palms down her apron to purge it of the splatter. “What is a kitchen witch and how is that different from others?”

      He looked up at the clock. “I would love to educate you, my dear, but I believe Corey’s Herbs and Simples is due to open its doors in exactly twenty-eight minutes.”

      “What?” she shrieked. “Oh my God, I almost forgot! I got so carried away in this recipe that I totally forgot what time it is!”

      “I guess cookies for breakfast, then?” Bramble purred lazily as Maggie frantically started cleaning up to get to the shop on time. Fortunately, she had finished the new batch of free shop cookies the night before.
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      While Maggie was organizing everything for the morning’s long stretch of regulars and tourists, Bramble eyed the cookies she had placed on the counter. He sampled one and pulled a face.

      “What is the matter? They are great!” she told him.

      “They are, they are, my dear,” he agreed, smacking his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “Just that you hardly make any other kind these days. Dried cranberry and blackcurrants again? Don’t you think that your customers might tire of the same flavor?”

      She scoffed. “Hey, they are getting these cookies for free. They should be bloody grateful that they even get anything free these days. I could always stop this tradition and leave them pamphlets of something.”

      Bramble chuckled. “I suppose so.”

      “Besides,” she leaned in with a naughty expression, “I have been getting my blackcurrants and cranberries in bulk from old Harris over at Fruit Haven for next to nothing, so it isn’t costing me much to bake free cookies, see?”

      “I see,” Bramble nodded. “So you are using cheap cookies to bring in customers and then hit them with the old sales pitch, right?”

      “I don’t need bait, my friend,” she boasted. “I make the best soap this side of the Merrimack, pal! People come from far and wide for my soap …” she lowered her voice and added with a wink, “even if I think I suck at the practice.”

      “So the cookies do bring them in to find out that you make great soap,” he affirmed.

      Maggie hesitated. “I guess,” she sighed in defeat. “But the shop has been doing really well lately, especially since that public apology the mayor gave me. Since then, things have been going rather smoothly and I actually have customers who don’t treat me like a leper.”

      “I know, Miss Pennywise,” he teased. “People pick up on emotions, no matter how superficial they might be. This I know. You are very friendly.”

      “Thank you,” she smiled and gave him a curtsy.

      “Friendly, however, does not assure trust. Most people trust you because you are so knowledgeable,” he speculated.

      “You are trying to tell me to learn faster, aren’t you?” she smiled.

      He shrugged. “I am just saying that, when the cookies run out, the soap is bought, and the patience runs thin, it is your knowledge that remains ironclad.”

      Maggie gathered him up in her arms and cuddled him. “You, old man, are as adorable as you are old … I mean, wise.”

      “Oh, you are making extra lasagna for that little quip, my lady. Extra sauce too!” he grunted as she rubbed his face against her cheek.

      Deep inside, Maggie knew that her thrifty ways served far more than just baking cheap batches of cookies. Her ex-husband had left her in considerable debt and if she wished to start her new life in Hope’s Crossing the right way, she would have to scrap those payments as soon as possible. Gareth had not only made her life unbearable while she had to support him and his so-called ventures, but even now that she was rid of him, the debts he had incurred on her dime were shackling her.

      “Oh my, look at this one,” Bramble mumbled as he caught sight of the mousy little woman trying to get in the door. “Coming to get more free cookies from good ol’ Maggie Corey. She is so skinny, she needs the sugar.”

      “Don’t be nasty,” Maggie sighed as she put him down, while she secretly felt the same. “Maybe she will finally buy something.”

      “You sell common sense or decency?” Bramble gasped sarcastically.

      Anna Mayweather was here again. It has been a week since she first stalked her way into Corey’s Herbs and Simples and started devouring cookie after cookie without buying anything from the shop. It was gnawing away at Maggie like Anna’s buckteeth to the edge of the biscuit, but she had to remain polite. After all, the cookie plate was free, and it would be stupid to complain about people eating from it, regardless of the purchases they did or did not make. Maggie wished she could just tell Anna that she only got a week of sampling before she had to buy, but she held her tongue.

      Anna’s daughter, Bella, entered the shop and gave Maggie a warm smile.

      “Good morning, Miss Corey,” she greeted politely. “I was wondering if you have any more coconut and oatmeal soap.”

      “Morning,” Maggie chimed. “Call me Maggie, please.”

      “I’m Bella,” the demure girl with the tight bun on her head smiled. “Just on my way to the post office and I would love to buy a bar of that soap for my boyfriend, Dave. He loved the last one I got him.”

      “Oh, I might have one or two bars left,” Maggie replied happily. “After you bought the last one from the previous batch, I haven’t made more since.”

      Maggie tried not to look at Anna, who was hovering over her free cookies. It would still her annoyance to help Bella instead. Maggie retrieved the bar of soap from her highest back shelf next to the cash register and when she stepped off the chair, Anna had moved her nosy frame to the corner of the store.

      I was so hoping she would be gone by now, Maggie complained in her head.

      “Here you go,” Maggie told the young woman with the big brown eyes. “Tell Dave I will be making more soon.” Maggie glanced to the shadow of the lurking freeloader in the corner and raised her voice. “Have a cookie, Bella, please. After all, I only bake them for good, paying customers like you.”

      “Subtle, very subtle,” she heard Bramble mutter.

      “Why thank you,” Bella beamed. “But I had a quick breakfast already. My mother gave me a quick bite before I left. I was a bit late. Overslept.”

      “Well, you are always welcome,” Maggie chuckled, putting the plate back on the counter. Bella gathered up her stuff and gave Maggie a sweet smile and a wink. She waved goodbye to Maggie and left, taking to biting her fingernails nervously as she stepped onto the sidewalk.

      Maggie was back to watching Anna Mayweather, picking up things, scrutinizing them, and putting them down again. With her fingers tapping on the counter, she waited for Anna to bring an item to the storefront, but no, she replaced everything after examining it. It had been over an hour since she had come slinking in. Maggie was beginning to think that maybe Anna was bored and had nothing to do with her mornings. Maybe free cookies and an air-conditioned shop sounded good to her.

      “Hey, you got a toilet here?” a burly, scruffy man growled from the open shop door. “I have to piss like a racehorse!”

      “Charming,” Bramble exclaimed.

      “Only if you buy something,” Maggie retorted without even thinking. She pointed to the restroom. The potbellied trucker gestured with a thumbs-up as he followed Maggie’s directions and vanished behind the door.

      “Should we get the mop and bucket?” Bramble jested after a few minutes.

      “Oh God, I hope not,” Maggie replied as furtively as she could. She winced at the thought of what he could be doing in there for so long.

      At the door, a familiar face smiled at Maggie. Much like Anna Mayweather, the sixteen-year-old girl with the pink ensemble had been haunting Corey’s Herbs and Simples, but for a different reason.

      “Hi, Maggie! Hi! I am so excited!” she exclaimed as she skipped into the shop.

      “Hey, Aubrey,” Maggie smiled weakly. She simply did not have the energy for the giddy, plump fangirl today. Maggie had practically no tether left, not with Hovering Anna and Toilet Trucker still on her to-do list.

      Two pigtails adorned the girly Aubrey’s head, bouncing as she rushed in to greet Maggie. Her eyes immediately fell on the free cookies, but she said nothing.

      “So, guess who has tickets to the Spice Girls reunion show in Boston?” she shrieked.

      “Spice Girls?” Bramble remarked from the chair where he sat. “Reminds me of East-Indian traders I met in Boston during the eighteenth century.”

      Maggie tried not to giggle, although the fact that her cat could recount things about antique acquaintances had become all too normal in her new world. Anna quietly skulked toward the shop door, evoking a considerable amount of relief in Maggie. Besides, she needed the energy to contend with the pink-clad insanity that was Aubrey Grant.

      “Guess!” Aubrey insisted.

      Maggie shrugged, “You?”

      An enthusiastic shriek escaped the giddy high school girl, forcing Bramble to jolt off the chair for cover while Maggie pinched her eyes shut. “That’s right! Me! Can you believe it? I am so, like, excited, I could burst!”

      “Have a cookie, love,” Maggie offered, giving the girl a smirk. She hoped that chewing would shut the girl up for five seconds.

      “Aw, thanks!” Aubrey sang and helped herself to the first cookie. She adored Maggie, admiring the new shop owner’s beauty and talent, but what she found most intriguing about Maggie Corey was the enigma that surrounded her. At church, Aubrey had heard talk of Maggie being a witch and the idea instilled a wonderful whimsical veneration in her for the sexy redhead she had a girl-crush on.

      “Jeez, Louise! I wouldn’t go in there if I were you,” the trucker roared as he staggered out of the toilet. “I tried my best to get it all flushed …”

      Maggie held up her hand. “Just! Just close the door and find something to purchase.”

      “Hey, cookies!” he growled, stuffing his face as if he had never had sugar before. One fell to the floor behind the counter.

      “Oh … my …God,” Aubrey whispered as she watched him swipe them and stick them into his bearded face.

      “What?” he mumbled through the flying crumbs and smacking saliva. “I am doing you a favor, missy. These are extra calories you don’t need.”

      “How rude!” Aubrey hissed, grabbing a few more cookies from the plate and cramming them into her mouth. “How’s that, fatso?”

      The trucker chuckled and ventured around the shelf to find something to buy, while the two girls just exchanged a surprised look at his behavior.

      “My wife likes this scented candle hogwash,” he said as he picked a dark purple candle from the shelf. “She thinks it’s romantic or some crap.”

      “That?” Aubrey asked Maggie. “That is married? That actually gets sex?”

      “Shush, Aubrey. You’re going to make me laugh,” Maggie reprimanded with a grin.

      He looked at the prohibited plate as he slammed the candle down with macho bliss. “There. Now I bought somethin.’”

      “Maybe try deodorant sometime,” Maggie heard Aubrey mutter as the girl pretended to look for something on the shelves.

      After the robust and loud trucker left the store, Maggie looked up at the clock. Aubrey had shared her news, had some cookies, and calmed down enough to buy some herbal shampoo and say her goodbyes.

      “I have never been so happy about lunch hour, Bramble. Never, I tell you,” Maggie admitted with an exhausted sigh as she made some tea. “Finally, I can catch my breath and replenish my spent patience. Did you see that Mayweather woman lurking? She isn’t even ashamed of it.”

      “Some people have no lives, my dear. Maybe she just enjoys the scent of the products,” Bramble tried to comfort her.

      “She gives me the creeps,” Maggie confessed. “Maybe, if she said something, I would feel less like shark bait and more like a hostess, you know.”

      “One thing is certain. You have to bake again tonight,” he teased. “May I suggest peanut butter this time?”

      Maggie’s phone rang just before she could deny his request. Bramble did not like the look on her face when she answered. He had not seen her this pale since she was arrested.
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      Maggie’s face sank. Bramble had no idea what was going on, but he did what he thought would make things better, whatever the conversation was about. Purring, he circled Maggie’s calves affectionately, but her usual reciprocation did not come. This was a true cause for concern. Whoever was speaking to her had robbed her of even her basic sense of affection.

      “Gareth, I told you not to call me,” Maggie said in a quivering voice she tried desperately to mask as serenity. “I told you never to call me again. Or did you just forget that?”

      The man on the other end was pitiful and his words were slurring. “I miss you, babe. Come on. I bet … bet you miss me, right?”

      “I don’t miss you, Gareth. Have you been drinking again? Good God, it is scarcely midday!” Maggie replied. “Now I have to get back to work.”

      “No! No, wait, baby, listen. Listen.” He left long pauses in between his sentences, something Maggie recalled him doing when trying to cover up his affairs. “Look, we both know maybe you were too … um, hasty,” he started stammering again. “I can drive through to see you in less than a minute, I promise. Gimme a minute, no, um, a maybe hour? An hour? Right?”

      “Gareth, you’re drunk again. Just go and sleep it off,” Maggie insisted, her eyes welling with tears.

      Her tears were not born from pity or sorrow. She was furious and deeply upset to hear his voice again. Like black demon claws reaching across death to grasp her back to a very ugly previous life, his voice clamored in her head. Every word he spoke was like the clatter of a steel rod on an iron pan, its destructive din deafening her every happy thought. Maggie wanted to hang up, but she could not, even when his whiny voice grated her emotions like rusted sandpaper.

      “Hey, hey, listen,” Gareth continued. “I miss holding you. I miss your kisses, Mags. Your kisses were the best of all the women I have ever had, even Billie’s. She will never be you, babe.”

      The mention of Maggie’s former best friend, the traitorous bitch who slept with Maggie’s husband and then shacked up with him after the divorce, made her sick to her stomach. Her body convulsed surreptitiously as she felt her carefully nurtured happiness dissolve. It was a rude awakening to a beautiful dream she’d thought was safe inside. She hated the pain in her chest that reared its head when she recalled Billie and Gareth having sex in her own bed.

      “Just let me come over and I will show you how much I still love you,” he carried on, while Bramble tried to remind Maggie that she was in a safe place. “You know you miss me. Let me hold you again. None of my affairs ever came close to my wife. None of them.”

      The audacity knocked the air out of her heart. How could he even utter this hurtful garbage outright and not even feel guilty? She came to one conclusion. Either her ex-husband was completely delirious and oblivious to his treachery, or he was simply evil. How else could she rationalize such psychology?

      “You speak about other women as if I was just another whore in your harem, Gareth! How dare you? This is your problem. You have … never had … any respect for me. Hell, you don’t even have respect for yourself,” she shrieked. Maggie was losing control of her temper and Bramble felt her mounting anxiety.

      “Oh please,” he replied, “as if you were so loving to me. Why do you think I went looking for something more?”

      “Well, you found something more. I hope you enjoy your spoils, pal, but I will not be one of them anymore. You made your choice,” Maggie hissed. Her hand was shaking so much that Bramble waited for the phone to fall from her grip.

      “Listen, Mags, I am coming to see you right now. To hell with Billie. To hell with all the other women. I just want you so badly that I am not wasting another minute,” he slurred.

      “No! No, you can’t drive in that state, Gareth,” she protested. “You will crash your car on the first off-ramp, or worse, kill someone else in an accident.”

      She sounded like someone who cared, but in truth, Maggie just never wanted to see Gareth again. She especially did not want him in her new environment, tainting and staining her slow-brewing success and tranquility.

      “I’ll make you so happy again,” he mumbled, clearly in tears of self-pity. She hated that. Whenever he was painted into a corner or she could see right through him, he started crying and begging as if he was a victim.

      “You can’t even make yourself happy, Gareth. Listen to you, falling apart because you are a child who cannot even control his own goddamn life! Stay away from me or I swear,” she rambled, feeling her own control slide. Maggie knew she was no prominent witch yet, but she could feel her emotions stir something she had not known until now. She had no idea what it was, but it felt strong and dangerous inside her where her gall sat. Afraid that she might accidentally curse Gareth without meaning to, she knew she had to stop communicating. After all, she had already given him too much of her precious time and energy. She ended the call while he was still wailing, but she was not sorry. Not one bit.

      The afternoon was blissfully uneventful. After this morning and how lunch hour went, Maggie was glad of the peace. In desperate need to calm herself, Maggie opted to straighten up the shop. Bramble had no remarks. He simply hissed and leapt up on the counter while she tidied up. When she turned, she knew why her cat was so on edge.

      “Oh hello, old boy,” she smiled, still bearing the countenance of upset. Outside the door, she was elated to see a stray dog that visited often of late. It was almost past lunchtime, the usual time the dog would come and beg for scraps.

      “I have something for you,” she said, watching Bramble moan and twitch his tail. Maggie picked up the cookie the trucker had shoved off the plate and fed it to the gentle old dog. It felt good to stroke his head and see the appreciation in his eyes, but she felt as if she was cheating on Bramble and it made her scoff at her silly notions. “Go on now,” she hummed.

      Outside, she noticed that the day’s excessive heat had caused the sky to grow overcast with clouds. It was a welcome bit of reprieve from the hot sunshine.

      “You are secretly a dog person, aren’t you?” Bramble sneered from the chair. He opted for humor to bury the awful phone call his beloved witch had endured. Bramble hoped that his snide jests would at least cheer Maggie up a little. By now, he had learned her ways and her personality dictated that she could not resist a good retort, no matter how foul her mood.

      “I am an animal person, Bramble. I don’t care if it is a dog or a cat or a moose,” she assured him. She sounded like her normal self, but her bloodshot eyes and preoccupied demeanor proved that the phone conversation still ricocheted in her skull.

      “Moose? Of all things?” he jested. Before Maggie could respond, Bramble looked past her out the window. “Speaking of a moose …”
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      “Bramble, you monster,” Maggie reprimanded when she saw Sharon outside the shop. Bramble chuckled as they watched the plump blonde attempt a run, but with her ample bosoms and rather restrictive pastel dress, it was no easy task. “I wonder what she is in such a hurry for.”

      Sharon Blake came stagger-jogging across the small parking lot that sat next to Maggie’s premises, heading straight for the shop’s front door. Maggie decided to meet her at the door so that Sharon could stop running before she had a heart attack.

      “Maggie! Maggie!” she panted and wheezed. “You will not believe what I just heard from Berta at the salon.”

      Maggie shrugged, waiting for Bramble to say something mocking again, but he was quiet this time and left her disappointed.

      “What did Berta say?” Maggie prompted as she supported her out of breath neighbor.

      “There is a huge fire,” she wheezed on.

      “My God, where?” Maggie gasped.

      Sharon shook her head profusely, unable to talk. Maggie let her catch her breath first, before asking again. “Is it another forest fire? I heard about them on the news.”

      “No, no!” Sharon forced. “It is a crash down the highway some ways. A fuel truck crashed and set the whole area on fire, you know, because of the drought. So the fire brigade is struggling to put out the fire, now that it has spread up into the hills.”

      “Oh my,” Maggie shrieked, horrified at the news. “Come, Bramble, we have to go see.”

      “Yeah, come!” Sharon shouted. “I’ll go with you. I was on my way there anyway.”

      After closing the shop and leaving the ‘Closed’ sign in the window, the three of them hopped in Maggie’s car and headed in the direction of the reported crash.

      “You know that curiosity killed the cat, right?” Bramble noted, but Maggie could not answer him in front of Sharon. “Sincerely, Maggie, people who flock to see a crash usually block up the roadway and make it ten times more difficult for the authorities to clear the scene. You are only adding to the delays by going over there.”

      “I have to see,” Maggie told him, but of course, Sharon thought she was addressing her.

      “Me too, girl, me too,” she replied.

      When they crested the road over the hillock at the Haversham Road junction-US-1 off- ramp, they saw billows of black and gray smoke paint the lighter gray sky with swirls of pollution. Below, there was a collection of emergency vehicles, lights flashing in red and blue through the thick smoke. The police were trying to keep motorists clear of the scene. Traffic cops redirected the flow of cars past the enormous blaze that engulfed not only the truck, but the entire side of the mountain. Red and yellow tongues of fire licked and careened at the foliage and the dry, rocky face of the mountain, erratically dancing as the slight wind chased them.

      “Oh my God, Maggie! The whole place is going up in flames!” Sharon gasped, her chubby hand over her mouth. Maggie sat in horrified silence, glaring at the genuinely destructive incident. This was serious. This was not some little fire, but a potential disaster for the entire area. A right newsworthy disaster. Her mouth was agape and her blue eyes studied the almost artistic motif the columns of smoke stroked across the cloudy sky.

      A traffic officer came by their car.

      “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to turn around and choose an alternative route,” he told Maggie.

      “All right, officer,” she replied. “Is everyone okay, though?”

      “No, ma’am, unfortunately the truck driver perished in the crash, but the occupants of the other cars involved escaped in time. They will be fine. Please, now, go back. We are trying to clear out the already piled-up traffic.”

      “See?” Bramble said. “I told ya.”

      “Will do, officer. Thanks,” Maggie nodded.

      “Pity it can’t rain or something,” Sharon remarked, looking at the black branches and ground, suffering from the heat. By now, most of the woods on this side of the mountain had caught fire and it was rapidly spreading beyond control. “If it was raining right now, this fire would never have gotten this far.”

      Maggie’s eyes widened. Sharon had no idea that she’d just presented Maggie with a possible solution.

      “Let’s get home,” Maggie suggested. “Let these people do their jobs. Sharon, I’ll drop you off at your house on the way.”

      “Thanks, doll,” Sharon said. “I haven’t run in years.”

      “It shows,” Bramble muttered.

      “And I would prefer to be driven back by car,” Sharon winked at Maggie, who smiled awkwardly, because she was already preparing her spell in her head. “Look, the fire station doors are wide open.” They had all gone to put out the fire down the road that was coming close to the Hope’s Crossing limit.

      “Wait, there is another fire?” she asked Sharon.

      Rather nonchalantly, Sharon nodded and pointed to the local entrance to the main road, where more smoke was rising into the sky.

      “Good God!” Maggie exclaimed. “It is about to come into town!”

      “I know. That is why I said it would have been stopped if those bloody clouds would just open up. I mean, it is already cloudy, but it just won’t come down, you know?” Sharon complained in her high-pitched worry voice. “I just hope they can put it all out before it is too late.”

      “By the looks of it, that is not going to happen, Sharon,” Maggie speculated. “See? The fire engines can only work on one side of the road right now. The other side will breach the first yard any moment.”

      She dropped Sharon off at home and parked her car. With Bramble on her heels, she rushed to get into the house. Heading straight for the kitchen, Maggie knew there was no time to spare.

      “What are we doing?’ Bramble asked her as she rummaged through her cupboards, grabbing selected ingredients to take outside.

      “You said dried ferns, right?” she panted.

      “Yes?” he affirmed. Then he grasped what Maggie was out to do. “Oh! You are going to attempt a rain spell? Good girl!”

      But Maggie was already out the kitchen door and into the shed, where she kept her discarded greenhouse debris. She had pruned her big plants a few days earlier, and with the dry weather of late, she knew that the fern branches would be properly dried by now. Hastily, she slipped on her gardening gloves, just in case those vexing thorn-bush branches nicked her hands again. The last time she’d tried to gather up branches, she’d spent over an hour picking thorns out of her hands and arms.

      She could smell the awful smoke now, creeping into town as cars began to speed by her house. Gathering up a huge pile of dried ferns, she went into the back of the garden and began to dig a makeshift firepit to burn the ferns in. After all, she did not need to set another fire and cause more of a catastrophe than the town already had.

      The air was warm and the sound of alarms filled the town. Local law enforcement tried to keep the townspeople away from the ensuing blaze, while the fire trucks battled the fire. Sheriff Carl Walden and his people had called for backup from surrounding towns, but they would take a while to reach the town. Above Hope’s Crossing, the clouds remained selfish, however, and no rain was coming anytime soon.
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      Bramble came outside to watch his prodigy at work. He elected not to say a single word or give any advice this time. Maggie had to learn that magic came from the heart of the individual, not some manual that provided instruction. She would have to say her own chants, speak to the forces from her own soul, and learn to conjure her own spark in the elements. She had done some insignificant spells before, but never before had it been Weather Witchery. The latter was completely new to Maggie and vastly more complex, associated with slow and deliberate conjuration, imploring the elements and casting for the sky.

      Maggie had no time to feel intimidated by the unfamiliar context of her spell work. In fact, she was surprised at her own ability, her focus sharpened and her will fixed on what she was asking for. Bramble felt a strong sense of pride as he watched her eyes grow lighter with every chant she cried. Maggie had no idea that her eyes changed when she invoked, but it was beautiful. The already attractive thirty-four-year-old became even more fetching as her power kindled itself in the pit of her stomach, spreading throughout her body and converging in her face. Almost white and pearly, her eyes were cast up to the skies as the ferns burned at her feet, a most magnificent image Bramble would not soon forget.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered.

      As her familiar, he could feel her powers surging through the fire she had lit, through the very vicinity of her body. Maggie Corey did not need a wand—she was one.

      The spell work was exhausting both in body and mind, and Maggie felt her skull birth a migraine before she even finished her last words. Her nose began to bleed, but the droplets of blood falling in the fire only charged her spell with more sacrificial power. Before long, Maggie thought she could feel a tingling on her face, much like the initial introduction of a raindrop.

      She smiled at Bramble. It was not a thunderstorm, but the light drizzle that started was a good start, especially since it was her first attempt at Weather Witching. Besides, it was an unknown craft to her, and yet she’d managed to make something happen. That was more than satisfactory. The drizzle quickly turned into a normal rain spell. It was nothing big, but it was constant and prevailed long enough to aid in controlling the erratic fire.

      “I did it, Bramble!” she sighed weakly, sinking to her knees as the rain fizzled out her own fern fire. Maggie wiped her nose as her eyes returned to their usual sapphire color.

      “How are we feeling?” he asked jovially.

      “My head is killing me,” she replied. “I have a splitting headache and I feel so tired.”

      “That’s good,” he said.

      “Good?” she gasped.

      “It means that you harnessed your full potential … and on the first try, no less!” he explained. “I am so very proud of you, Maggie Corey. You are in for big things, I see.”

      “Could not have done any of this without you, my darling Bramble,” she sang as she gave him a tummy rub. “You are my mentor now that Aunt Clara is gone and if it wasn’t for you telling me about this spell, it would never have dawned on me to even try it. I literally would not have known about it!”

      “Still, you did all the work,” he purred. “And your own magic saved the day. I hope it stops the fire, though.”

      “Yeah, it is not much, but at least the ground will get wet enough not to accommodate the flames, I think,” she surmised. “Let’s go see if they are coping yet.”

      “Don’t you think you should take some rest after all this?” he suggested.

      “I get what you are saying, Bramble, but this is a bit more important. Right now is what counts. I can always recuperate later, right?” she shrugged.

      “I’ll be in the house with some pudding, thank you. You go on ahead,” he decided, licking his lips.

      “Suit yourself. I want to see the benefits of my handiwork, old boy,” she grinned, plugging her nose with a piece of tissue. Her long red hair snaked over her arms and back as the rain drenched her, but Maggie felt so accomplished and happy that she did not mind. Besides, the rain was a welcome coolant after the hot day. Looking up at the sky over Hope’s Crossing, Maggie noticed a significant amount of smoke, which proved success.

      “Good. Good. That fire is getting wet fast,” she remarked to herself as she headed to her car. Once in her car, Maggie had her music on again, shrieking like an excited schoolgirl at her accomplishment. “I’m a witch, I’m a lover, I’m a …” she sang happily, replacing the song’s words aptly. She would never have guessed that she would embrace, let alone boast, her witch-ness.

      She drove down the main street, looking ahead to see if there were any emergency vehicles returning, but all she saw was a lot of onlookers crowding the sidewalks to watch the firefighters battle. Maggie parked her car nearby and joined them.

      “Looks like we can contain this one!” she heard a firefighter shout to his supervisor. “The backups will be arriving just in time, it seems.”

      “Thank God for this rain. It is going to hold back the fire just long enough for the emergency services from Salem and Stoneham to help us kill this one!” another firefighter announced.

      Maggie smiled. A part of her wished that she could take credit for saving her town, but it would jeopardize all the damage control she had had to employ already. For now, people left her alone, and the witch hunting had ceased for the moment, something for which she was extremely grateful. To rock the boat now, especially for the sake of ego, would be dumb and disastrous. Still, it was nice to know that she could trust magic to help people, and she practically capered back to her car.

      “Never thought I would like a rainy day over a sunny one,” she heard an old lady tell her son. “I will never complain about my aching bones again.”

      Maggie drove back home with a great sense of relief. In fact, she could not recall being this absolutely elated in years, maybe even decades. Sadly, with the hindsight of remembering how unhappy she had been up until a few weeks ago, the wretched phone call from earlier resurfaced in her memory. Her heart skipped a beat and started racing again, while her tummy knotted up in waves of nausea at the thought of Gareth and his contemptable existence. The stark cheek he had to think that she would miss him, to entertain even the thought that she would condescend to listen to his impotent excuses and sickening pleading, angered her. He insulted her intelligence as much as he underestimated her self-esteem.

      “How dare he?” she hissed, trying so hard to dismiss the awful conversation that it was suddenly all she thought about. Trying to forget it and bury it under her latest victory only helped it persist and she hated herself for it. “Get out of my head or I swear I will curse you away,” she told him in his absence.

      Now that Maggie had a taste for true magic, the power of it, and her mastery of controlling her emotions to steer it, her intentions threatened to become a legitimate weapon. Right now, however, she struggled to care much if she harmed Gareth. It was very uncharacteristic of her. This newfound indifference scared her. It was not in her nature to discard the feelings or safety of others. Quite the contrary, in fact. Still, here she was, judging without reserve of remorse, and it was not a vote for class president; it was a deadly decision that could harm others.

      “Stop,” she said to herself. “Just think of the rain and the dwindling blaze and be goddamn happy for once!”

      Before her mindset could adapt to her order, someone stepped out in front of her car. Shrieking in shock, Maggie quickly swerved to avoid hitting the girl that seemed to have deliberately hurled herself at Maggie’s car.

      “What the hell?” Maggie screeched as she brought her car to an abrupt halt and got out. On the tarmac, she found her witchy, pink-clad fangirl of all people. “Aubrey? Aubrey, are you all right?”

      Aubrey Grant looked spooked, her eyes floating without a beacon as she tried to focus on Maggie’s face. Frowning, she slurred something at Maggie, but her eyes could not fix on Maggie’s.

      “Aubrey, are you … high?” Maggie asked.

      Suddenly, Aubrey’s arms shot out at Maggie in defense, covering her face and screaming as if she was attacking the girl. Maggie tried to calm Aubrey, which only looked more suspect. There she was in the street, holding down a screaming girl with flailing arms. Everyone peeked through their dripping windows, trying to see what was going on, but Maggie could not understand why Aubrey would throw herself in front of her car like that. The girl was straitlaced. She did not even drink beer, let alone engage in drunken behavior.
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      In the middle of the street, the two women struggled in the rain. Eventually, everyone stopped to see what was ensuing, some thinking it was a fight and others wondering if the girl in pink was having a fit. From the interiors of shops, onlookers stared at the spectacle, and passersby fleeing the wetness gawked.

      “Aubrey! What is the matter with you, honey?” Maggie cried, trying to stroke the girl’s hair and pull her to her feet.

      “You bitch! You are trying to kill me! You are trying to kill me!” Aubrey barked at her in hysterics. Her hands were up and pushing Maggie away from her while she shouted about Maggie trying to kill her.

      “Why would you do that? I liked you! I was in awe of you and you do this? You are a sick freak, just like they said. Dragon! Look, look! You even have scales and your eyes are white!” Aubrey’s face was contorted in horror and confusion and she was clearly appearing to be hallucinating wildly.

      “What are you talking about, Aubrey?” Maggie wailed. Inside, she wondered how this day would end. It had been an unpredictable rise-and-fall day, with the weird and annoying morning leading to the scary fire. Then the victory of her first real spell cast and the high of feeling so good, only to culminate in this insane incident that felt surreal and wrong on so many levels.

      “You! You bewitched me!” the soaked pigtailed girl insisted.

      “Have you been drugged?” Maggie asked, her frown falling deep into her brow. “Did someone give you something?”

      “You! You did this, Maggie! Why did you put a spell on me? I was your friend!” Aubrey kept shouting. Maggie wished she knew a spell to shut the girl up or at least mute her vocal chords, because people were beginning to stare uncomfortably. Several onlookers discussed what was happening and Maggie could not understand why nobody helped her calm Aubrey. She caught sight of someone in one of the shop windows calling someone.

      “Great, just great,” she muttered. “Now we are back to square one with this lot.”

      “Why did you put a spell on me?” the girl still whined relentlessly at the top of her voice.

      “I did not put a spell on you!” Maggie finally retorted, horrified at the accusation. “I never ever did such a thing and you know it! Listen, Aubrey, are you perhaps on new medication? If that is the case, let me take you to the hospital right now. This can’t be right.”

      “You are damn right about that, Maggie Corey!” a woman grunted at her. “Nothing about you is ever right, is it? Now you’ve done it. Now you have used that devil stuff on a mere child, you sick freak!”

      It was Aubrey’s mother. After someone had called them, they’d come to fetch Aubrey from the clutches of the evil newcomer in town. In their thoughts, that was exactly what had happened. They bundled Aubrey off in their car and sped away toward the hospital. Maggie felt nauseated by the horrible experience, not even thinking about the eyes on her. All she remembered was the look of contempt from Aubrey’s mother before they left.

      There was nothing left for her in the middle of the road, apart from pissing everyone off even further for causing a holdup in the street. Maggie staggered to her feet, shaking her head in disbelief and shock. Yes, it was bad knowing that she’d probably earned a place back in the hot box of Hope’s Crossing, but more so, she was concerned about what had actually happened to Aubrey. The girl’s pupils were alarmingly dilated, Maggie recalled, and her slurred speech indicated that she had been drugged. She got in her car and could not wait to get home and put this dismal day behind her. Maggie needed herbal tea. She needed a tepid shower and socks. She needed Bramble.

      After recounting the whole horrible affair to Bramble, Maggie felt the true yoke of her burden. Her body was wracked, her brain wrecked, and her reputation in tatters—again.

      “Look, the worst thing you can do is to try and speak to Aubrey now,” her feline friend advised. “Keep your distance. Your presence will only rub salt, you know. It might even make you look like a physical threat. Who knows?”

      “I know,” she replied, “but I am seriously worried about who did this to Aubrey or why. Why? She is completely harmless.”

      “You are forgetting one thing, my dear,” Bramble added. “Aubrey is associated with you.”

      “I don’t follow,” she frowned, cocking her head to one side as she poured the tea.

      “For those more wickedly inclined,” he started as tactfully as he could when talking about the more evil witches and warlocks he knew, “there is a distinct rule of thumb to surreptitiously destroy our … their … enemies.”

      “And that is?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at the cat’s constant reference to himself as being less than pious.

      “The best way to hurt your foes without looking guilty is to attack those closest to them. To truly destroy someone in the slowest, nastiest way, is to harm those they care about or love,” he explained, but Maggie detected something in his tone that was far from malicious. It almost sounded as if he knew this by having suffered this fate before, but she did not want to stir up unnecessary waters.

      “You are saying that someone is out to get me again and they are using my friends to punish me?” she gasped.

      He shrugged. “Could be. I am just speculating, my dear, but it is worth the mental scrutiny if you are trying to understand something so callous. It seems such a pointless endeavor, but if you want to stay ahead of the lightning bolts, you have to know how electricity works, savvy?”

      “I savvy, Bramble,” she smiled.

      Maggie enjoyed Bramble’s unwarranted metaphors, but sometimes he really could get carried away when he simply could just say what he meant. This time, she did understand what he meant. Uncannily, she instantly conjured the image of the foul preacher dressed in his long black robes. The vision tainted her mind. It was rather strange that he had completely abstained from tormenting her, but still, this did not make him the culprit.

      “I am going to call Carl,” she decided.

      “Always your retreat,” Bramble mentioned.

      “Well, yes. He is one of my handful of friends in this godforsaken town,” Maggie defended lightly. “I just want to know what he thinks of all this.”
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      The large, rugged frame of the brown-eyed sheriff lurched from his police vehicle as he stopped at the crash scene. He had been summoned scarcely minutes after he had left the town limits where they’d had to evacuate the first few houses in case the fire spread. He was exhausted and the high spring temperatures did not help either. Under his arms, sweat patches darkened his uniform shirt. Likewise, a sweaty V-shaped stain soaked his chest and his hair was wet under his hat.

      A few blocks from the local school and park, there had been a car crash.

      “Ambulance coming?” he asked one of his officers.

      “Yes, sir, on the way,” the officer confirmed. “The occupant is alive, but she is unconscious.”

      “Then let’s get her the hell out of the car, shall we? That bent chassis is just begging to catch fire and since we have a fire problem in general today, I suggest we try to avoid more, right? Go!” Sheriff Walden barked at his men.

      They were not used to him acting this way, but after such a trying day, nobody could blame the thin-spread sheriff for getting edgy. He had limited resources to work with and all the responsibility for an entire town’s safety weighed on him and his meager unit of officers. Like a bee, he was not a fan of applied heat, and it tended to shorten his fuse.

      When the ambulance arrived, the rain subsided a little, allowing the EMTs to retrieve the girl from the car successfully. It was a small car, fitting for an adolescent like her. Once they had braced her neck, they placed the young woman on the stretcher and loaded her into the back of the ambulance.

      “Towers. Call in the towing guys and let’s get the wreck out of here before we have more collisions. My God, the season is already going nuts, man,” Sheriff Walden sighed, slapping his hat against his leg. “What I wouldn’t give for a nice cold beer right now.”

      “I hear that, sheriff!” one of the officers echoed.

      Carl’s cell phone rang and when he checked the caller, the fatigued man pursed his lips.

      “God help me. I haven’t the strength for this …” He answered the call. “Hello, Maggie.”

      “Carl, we have to talk. When can you come over?” she asked right away.

      “I am doing well, thanks for asking,” he replied indifferently. Even Maggie was taken aback by how nonchalant Carl sounded, unlike his usual helpful and attentive words.

      “You okay?” she inquired.

      “Bad day, Maggie. What can I do for you?” he sighed.

      “The fire? They managed to put that out,” she reported, still beaming at her accomplishment.

      “Yeah, that was good, but right now I have to wrap up a vehicle collision on the far side of town, Maggie. Can I call you later?” he rushed.

      “Another crash? Just like the truck?” she gasped.

      “Not as severe, but yes. College girl, I think. Bella Mayweather,” he conveyed.

      “Oh my God! I know her. Is she alive?” Maggie shrieked, immediately jumping to the worst conclusion. Given her experiences this day, it was not surprising she would think the worst right away.

      Carl scowled in confusion. “What? Yes, of course she is alive. Banged up badly, though, but alive. Jeez, Maggie, morbid much?”

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized. “Just had a terrible day too. Some strange things happened on my side that I would like to run by you later, if you can muster the time? It won’t take long.”

      “Maggie,” he sighed. “I am really busy and …”

      “I’ll throw in a beer.”

      His response came rapidly. “See you at 8?”
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      Carl relished the smell of the vapor that the bottleneck breathed when its hiss announced the breach of the top. He was sitting on Maggie’s veranda, overlooking the garden, while she told him about the odd occurrences with the trucker and the subsequent problem with Aubrey in the street.

      “It was uncanny, Carl. That trucker that died in the highway crash was in my shop just this morning. Things like that really put life in perspective, you know?” she said, lifting the bottle to her mouth.

      “Life is fickle. In my job it gets rubbed in your face every day how short and precious every day is,” Carl philosophized, hastily chugging down half of the bottle. It was clear to Maggie that he was teetering, losing that normally stable personality of his. “Now this thing with young Bella. Tox screen will tell us what caused it, but in the meantime, I hope they can stabilize her.

      “Head injuries?” Maggie pressed.

      He nodded. “Preliminary report says she has a concussion. Her skull is fractured. We found her unconscious, so I hope she wakes up soon.”

      “Strange day. Such a strange day,” Maggie breathed hard. “And this thing with Aubrey being like she was drugged.”

      “That’s nothing,” he added more enthusiastically, “I even had to take my neighbor’s dog to the vet this afternoon, you know, in between saving the damn town and all. You say drugging? This dog was exhibiting the same symptoms that you described in Aubrey—drugged up, maybe even poisoned in a small dose, if I had to guess.”

      His revelation clattered inside Maggie’s thoughts like a pinball. It was all too mysterious, but in a bad way. Maggie’s keen sense of deduction quickly connected the dots for her, but she was not happy about the results. There was a definite pattern between the parties involved.

      “They were all poisoned, Carl. Think about it,” she reckoned. “All these people and the dog all show the same symptoms as if there was a deliberate attempt to drug so many at the same time.”

      “Like a mass poisoning?” he gasped. “Oh my God, I hope we are not dealing with some quarantine contagion-level problem here! Guys with Hazmat suits and military vehicles will be really bad for the tourist trade!”

      “I don’t think it is zombie-movie bad, although the damage caused to these people is serious enough,” Maggie speculated. “I mean, one person died today because of it.”

      Bramble bounced up on her lap and she petted him while she thought about it.

      “We have to find a common denominator. The trucker was an outsider and the dog had to have eaten something,” Carl tried to untie the Gordian Knot, but Maggie had an aptitude for sleuthing. “Mass drugging. Mass poisoning, but then more people would have fallen victim already.”

      Carl sighed, his eyes searching the wooden deck below his feet as he pondered. His bottle lay loosely in his mellow grip while his brain was running marathons to make sense of the new discovery. The onus was on him if this was true and he was responsible for warning the public if there was some sort of foul play at work. Suddenly, his eyes felt heavy and his body tired.

      “I have to be over in the next county for a lecture tomorrow, Maggie,” he told her, taking the last swig of his bottle. “Early day tomorrow, but I will keep my eyes and ears perked for any resolution to this conundrum.

      “Okay, Carl,” she nodded. “It is all rather unsettling, but let me know if anything comes to mind. I just thought it would be the right thing to do to let you know my suspicions, you know.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it. Few people have the stones to do the right thing anymore,” he remarked, giving her a look that promised the statement had more weight in some metaphorical way. Maggie was sharp enough to grasp what he was trying to impress on her—his own guilt from the last time he’d allowed injustice to prevail when the town believed Maggie to be a murderer and he had not had the stones to do the right thing.

      “Well, it is not always that easy, is it?” she consoled him with a gentle wink for which he was very grateful.

      “See ya, Maggie,” he said softly and walked away with his usual looking-away salute.

      “See ya, sheriff,” she smiled.

      Maggie went into the house and put on the radio so that she could prepare the cookies for the following day, although she hoped this day would not repeat itself. She could not stop thinking about the way in which Aubrey had accused her and it stung in her heart.

      “Nothing better to cheer the soul than a bit of baking,” she mumbled to herself as she unpacked her ingredients. “The scent of baking cookies is always an instant cheer-upper, methinks.”

      Bramble was stealing along the kitchen cupboards, hinting at different delicacies as he went. Maggie chuckled, knowing that she knew what she was going to treat him with, but keeping it secret while she rolled the cookie dough after adding her dried cranberry and blackcurrants to flavor.

      “Give it up,” she told her cat with a smile. “Your offering is not in the cupboard, my darling Bramble.”

      “I … I never claimed it was,” he played innocent as she happily pulled a fridge cheesecake from the fridge. “Oh my God. Blessed Be!” he exclaimed. “Please tell me that is topped with caramel.”

      “You know it,” she grinned as he dug into the large, colorful cheesecake, mumbling and meowing in ecstasy.

      Maggie preheated the oven as she cut the cookies into shapes and greased the baking tray as she always did. Her eyes were inadvertently jumping from dish to dish as she worked, still wracking her brain about the awful business of Aubrey and the trucker too. Suddenly, she gasped so loudly that Bramble looked up from his delight, his entire mouth and snout covered in cream.

      “Oh God, no,” Maggie said as she realized something. “Bramble, I am the common denominator.”

      “What?” he asked. “You? How?”

      “All these people were in my shop this morning!” she concluded with wide eyes. “My shop was ground zero for these poisonings, but I am fine. You are fine, so …”

      “Okay, so what did your customers do that you and I did not?” Bramble wanted to know, still unconvinced.

      Maggie put her hand on her chest and stared into Bramble’s eyes. “I think … they may all have eaten some of my cookies! That is it! All of those affected had some cookies off my counter plate!”
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      After a night of worrying and barely sleeping, Maggie decided that she needed to let Sheriff Walden know that she suspected her own shop to have been the common denominator in the poisoning.

      “You are being absurd,” Bramble advised sincerely as she suggested it.

      “How is this absurd? It is only the right thing to do,” she explained, but the black cat leered at her and scoffed.

      “Like the last time you tried to do the right thing and you barely kept your little ass off a witch’s stake and a barbecue? Lot of good doing the right thing does you, huh?” he argued.

      “What do you suggest I do? If they find out later on that the poisoning of these poor people happened at my shop and I say nothing, I will look super guilty! If I tell Carl, at least it will look—no, it will be—as if I am trying to help the authorities get to the bottom of it,” she retorted, packing up her current batch of cookies for the store.

      Bramble sighed, watching her dial the sheriff. “I would not have bothered,” he remarked.

      “Noted. Now shut it, so that I can tell him,” she said hesitantly.

      “That caution you feel deep in your heart,” he started, “is your common sense telling you that this is a bad idea.”

      “Look, I trust Carl with my life,” she replied as she waited for the call to be answered.

      “Precisely my concern,” the wise black feline admitted.

      “Hi, Carl?” she smiled uncomfortably when Carl picked up the phone. “It’s Maggie.”

      “I know,” he said. “Morning, Maggie. What’s up? I will not be in town all day.”

      “Yes, I know, you said so,” she assured him, “but I just quickly want to tell you something that dawned on me last night. Something important.”

      “Go ahead,” he groaned as he picked up his folders before leaving the police station.

      “All the people who were poisoned had cookies from the plate in my shop, Carl,” she revealed. “Those affected all visited my shop and gobbled up some of those cookies on my counter, but I swear, I did nothing wrong.”

      He paused for a moment, making her very nervous before he continued. “Are you sure of this?”

      “Yes, yes, I am positive,” she replied. “Could you arrange maybe to have them tested?”

      “I can authorize that, but not today,” he explained again, really honing his patience with the excess brunt he always felt when Maggie Corey had something on her mind. “Keep the suspect snacks in a bag or something and as soon as I get back, we can have a look at it.”

      “Okay, thanks, Carl,” she sighed in relief.

      “Good, have a good day,” he replied abruptly and killed the call.

      Biting her lip, Maggie dialed again and waited.

      “Who the hell are you calling now? The shop is almost supposed to be opened, I’ll have you know,” Bramble muttered as he ran along down the hallway.

      “I know, I just need to check with everyone who came into my shop yesterday,” she called after him. “Just want to check with Anna Mayweather to see if she is all right.”

      Waiting, Maggie was rehearsing her words to the hovering customer she’d had the displeasure to see in her shop a few times before, but Anna did not answer her phone. Maggie reckoned that she was probably already on her way to Corey’s Herbs and Simples to spend the day hovering and lurking.

      “What do you hope to accomplish with calling them, my dear?” Bramble asked as Maggie unlocked the store door and entered in the warm morning sunshine.

      She shrugged, “I just want to check on Anna since Aubrey is not speaking to me and poor Bella was in that terrible accident. To tell you the truth, I am scared that perhaps they picked up a case of St. Anthony’s Fire.”

      “Do tell,” Bramble purred as he perched himself on a chair cushion. “Who is this Anthony and why does he wield fire?”

      Maggie laughed. “You really love to lay it on thick. It was another name for the ergot fungus back in the Middle Ages and such. It still occurs sometimes in rye and other flour and I am just wondering if the poisoning could be a fungal infection from my ingredients.”

      “Ah! I see,” he nodded. “Still, calling people is not going to heal them.”

      Maggie was frustrated at Bramble’s obvious astuteness. She knew it would profit the poor poisoned people nothing for her to call them, but she could not get herself just to sit around. It was not in Maggie Corey’s nature to let things slide, especially if those things were harmful contaminants or unsolved mysteries. Fidgeting and restless at not knowing what the status of her customers’ health concerns was, Maggie drove Bramble nuts.

      “Oh, just go!” he finally hissed. “You will never settle down today if you don’t just find out and be done with it. I am sure, if they were dropping dead, you would hear of it within minutes in this godforsaken gossip nest of Hope’s Crossing.”

      “You think?” she scoffed. “I have to go and at least see Bella at lunch. Maybe I can stay open until midday and then take a drive to the hospital and see how she is doing.”

      Bramble’s eye glinted. “You actually want to find out why Aubrey said those things, don’t you?”

      Maggie turned to face him. She swung round so quickly that her long braid flew past her shoulder and lapped against her hip as her clear eyes pinned him. “You are a scary observant kitten, you know,” she teased.

      “Knew it,” he said casually. “Overthinker.”

      “Speaking of overthinking,” she said as she sucked up a deep breath, “I am getting quite nervous that Anna is not answering.”

      “Maybe she is not home,” he speculated.

      “This is her cell number,” Maggie quickly replied. He had to admit, it was peculiar—or rude. “I will not rest until I know everyone is at least all right.”

      “Except Toilet Trucker,” Bramble mentioned in his snide way. Sometimes, the wicked and insensitive nature of his humor worried Maggie, but she could not argue that his comedic timing was perfect every time.

      “Poor man. Pig, but still someone’s son, someone’s husband and …” she did not want to say it for fear that it could be true, but she had to say it, “someone’s father, perhaps.”

      “It doesn’t mean you killed him, my dear,” Bramble reasoned, and she hoped he was correct.

      Things were very quiet in the shop, especially for a sunny morning. Once again, Maggie started thinking too deeply that perhaps it was because of the Aubrey incident the day before that people once again hated her. She had to go to the hospital. She had to see for herself if Aubrey or Bella were doing better and most of all she wished that Aubrey had recovered from her episode.

      When she flipped the sign in her shop door to ‘Closed,’ Maggie felt her tummy tingle in the bad way. Nervousness gripped her at what she might find when she arrived at the hospital and the guilt of her cookies infecting these people had her feeling downright queasy. Near the end of visiting hours, Maggie showed up at Hope’s Crossing Medical Center and asked for Bella Mayweather’s room. She would deal with the hostile Aubrey and her distrustful parents later, if she had to.

      Bella looked peaceful, apart from the superficial cuts and bruises on her face and arms visible to the eye. Maggie felt like an intruder, but she had to see if the girl was doing better and more so, see if she could get through to Anna if she kept calling. Hardly five minutes later, Maggie’s concerns were swept away when Anna strolled into the room. She stopped in her tracks when she saw Maggie Corey holding Bella’s hand in silence, and she retreated back into the hallway.

      “Anna,” Maggie whispered loudly, rising to walk after the nervous forty-seven-year old with the horrible blonde dye job. “Anna, I have been trying to call you.”

      Maggie caught up to Anna and saw that she was very unsettled. “Um, yes, now, I saw your call, but I was busy.”

      “Oh well, I just wanted to make sure that you were okay, you know, after what happened,” Maggie told Anna, who could not maintain eye contact with her. In fact, Anna’s brown eyes kept looking past Maggie to see who was watching. It hurt Maggie somewhat that obviously, Anna did not want to be seen in the presence of the town pariah, but she could hardly blame her after what happened the day before.

      “I am fine, thanks.” Anna nodded and looked to the ground.

      “Is Bella doing better? Did they find out what caused the accident?” Maggie persisted, trying to sound nowhere near as worried as she truly was.

      “They say she is getting better, yes,” the tense woman replied reservedly. “She was drugged or something, but the doctors are really not sure exactly how. Um, I have to go and see to her now.”

      Maggie stepped aside. “Oh of course.”

      It was clear that Anna was very upset, so Maggie was not too insulted by her abrupt way. She intended to find a doctor to speak to about the two girls who had been committed the day before. Luckily, she found the jovial nursing sister who’d dressed her wounds a few weeks before when she was embroiled in the cat-and-mouse chase with the killer, Oroville Chance.

      “Nurse Hayworth!” Maggie exclaimed with a smile.

      “Miss Corey,” the nursing sister winked. “A bit busy right now, but what do you want me to patch up for ya?”

      “Oh, nothing this time,” Maggie chuckled. “I heard about the two young women who came in yesterday, apparently drugged.”

      “Yes, what a shame, hey?” Nurse Hayworth said. “Not to worry, we will have them fixed up soon. Just a poisoned system we can flush. Lucky they got here in time.”

      “Good to know. Good to know,” Maggie babbled, trying to work her way into the proper way to snoop.

      “What is it, Miss Corey?” the nurse asked, displaying that wonderfully straightforward way of hers. “Just ask me.”

      Maggie was delighted for the bullshit cutting and instantly shot the question. “Do you know what poisoned them?”

      Nurse Hayworth did the same thing Anna had done, her eyes stealing around the area to make sure nobody was observing the exchange.

      “You didn’t hear it from me,” she whispered. “Both patients were diagnosed with atropine poisoning. Now, off with you before I get into trouble.”

      “Thank you,” Maggie shrieked softly, placing a thankful hand on the nurse’s arm before she started down the long corridor of Floor 2.
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      As soon as Maggie got back to the shop after lunchtime, her thoughts started racing so much that she could not concentrate on any of her daily mundane tasks. Even listing her new products on her brand-new website for more exposure could not give her focus. Maggie sighed, looking out the shop window to all the people passing by and the odd car roaring past. Much as she tried to relax and balance her anxiety with keeping busy, her mind just would not have it.

      What was it that could have poisoned them? I have never baked a bad batch of anything, she pondered among rushing thoughts of possibilities. Her tongue played inside her cheek as she watched tourists across the road peer through the window of the restaurant opposite the main street. Maggie’s eyes were fixed on them, but her sight yielded nothing. She was blind to the activity outside as her sleuth skills painted one scenario after the other. With careful reminiscence, she tried to relive the events of the day before, that day when she’d baked the cookies. Maggie imagined them as they happened, if only to find that one moment where she could have used the wrong berry or dough or something.

      “You know, those frown lines tend to stay for good,” Bramble teased, pulling her out of her contemplation. He jumped up on Maggie’s lap and nuzzled her for a cuddle and she reciprocated his affection, but her eyes were still vacant as her fingers played through his pelt. Bramble did not mind if she was using the stroking to focus on past moments, as long as it made him purr.

      Her mind shifted from the baking, where she could find no clear mistake, and it settled on the progression of incidents in her store of the next day instead. One by one, her mind’s eye watched Bella and Aubrey eat. Carl had told her the name of Toilet Trucker, one Mick Carlisle, and she remembered Mick’s remarks to Aubrey. Still, nowhere in the memory could she find what she was looking for. Then she remembered the dog.

      “Bramble! Carl told me that the stray dog that always comes in … remember, I gave him a cookie?” she gasped suddenly, her hand stopping halfway along the ridge of his spine.

      “Keep stroking! Keep stroking!” Bramble insisted.

      “You remember? Carl said he had to take the dog to the vet for the same symptoms,” she continued.

      “I fail to feel upset about that, apart from the poison being too weak,” Bramble purred cruelly as Maggie’s fingers graced his neck just under the jawline. It was his favorite sensation when she petted him.

      “That is cruel, Bramble, even for you,” she reprimanded.

      “What? He is a dog. Do you expect me to be nice about a bloody canine? Fat chance, darling,” he defended casually. “Jeez, I am a cat. We are bitches by nature and you expect me to be sorry about a dog?”

      Maggie chose not to engage Bramble in a common catfight, so to speak, so she simply set him down on the cushion where she had sat. Maggie grabbed her phone and paced around the counter as she waited for the call to go through. She decided to get some information from the closest person she had to an actual friend, veterinary assistant Tracy Guilman from the animal clinic in a neighboring town.

      “East Slope Veterinary Clinic,” a woman’s voice sounded.

      “Hi! Hey, hi,” she started awkwardly. “Tracy Guilman? Tracy, is that you?”

      “Yes?” the female voice answered reluctantly. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Maggie Corey from Hope’s Crossing. You won’t remember me, but …” Maggie tried to explain, but Tracy knew who she was right away.

      “The menace black cat with the diabolical attitude problem … even for a cat?” Tracy interrupted her with a chuckle. “That Maggie Corey? What did he do now, girl? Kill a baby?”

      Maggie roared with laughter at the accurate summation of her mean familiar. He leered at her with an apt stare, still pissed that she’d stopped stroking him.

      “Yep, that one. That’d be the one,” Maggie grinned as she shook her head.

      “How can I help you, Maggie?” Tracy asked.

      Maggie explained concisely before asking Tracy about the dog that Sheriff Walden had brought in for examination. She wanted to know if Tracy could tell her anything about the dog’s condition and what the veterinarian had concluded.

      “Oh my God, you should have seen that poor thing when the sheriff brought him in,” Tracy said sympathetically. “Almost died, I tell you. He was poisoned! Can you believe people?”

      “I know, right?” Maggie complained along, feeling even worse that it was her doing, even if she did not mean it. “People are so ignorant.”

      She ignored Bramble’s sarcastic scoff.

      “What kind of poison did they give him?” she asked Tracy.

      “Let me have a look here on that file. Hang on,” Tracy said, and Maggie was forced to listen to the poor veterinary assistant staggering through what sounded like a messy examination room floor. On the phone, the sound of clattering kidney dishes and medical instruments was followed by a weak ‘sorry!’ as Tracy made her way to the file cabinet. Maggie pursed her lips as she held back her laughter, remembering how comically clumsy her friend was.

      “You okay there, Tracy?” Maggie asked.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m good,” Tracy groaned. “Here. I got it. Doc says the dog overdosed on atropine, poor thing. Looks like he is going to go completely blind now.”

      “Oh God, that is terrible,” Maggie wailed, feeling the stab of culpability rip through her conscience again. “Listen, Tracy, keep me posted about his condition, okay? Poor baby.”

      “I will. Why are you so invested in this?” Tracy asked the dreaded question Maggie hoped she would not.

      “He comes to my shop often, so when I heard that he was taken to the vet I just felt concerned for him,” Maggie explained, feeling confident in her excuse.

      “Why? Did you feed him something bad and now you feel guilty?” Tracy wanted to know. Maggie was speechless. She paused, unable to find a proper answer to what she believed was the truth. Her mouth was open, but her brain offered nothing; nothing that would not make her look like a monster.

      “Girl, I’m joking! Lighten up!” Tracy laughed.

      Maggie laughed nervously, half relieved and mostly feeling like crap before she said goodbye. Her face sank in anxiety and she crossed her arms, staring out from the front door, hoping to find something to distract her.

      “What did she say?” Bramble asked, a bit more reserved in his animosity.

      Maggie was grateful for his interest and she whirled around to face him. “Same thing as the young women. Atropine overdose.”

      “Atropine,” he repeated, deep in thought. “You know deadly nightshade? Belladonna?”

      “Yeah, we covered that the second night you taught me, when you listed those herbs and berries from Aunt Clara’s spell book,” she affirmed.

      “That is correct, my dear,” he answered. “Nightshade berries consist of high doses of atropine. This I know from a medical perspective too. That damned winter of 1889. Long story.”

      “But, but I never use nightshade in my baking. My God, why would I?” she frowned. Maggie retrieved the container in which she was keeping the remaining few cookies from that fateful plate she suspected. Maggie checked the cookies, scrutinizing the contents. “This feels so stupid,” she said as her blue eyes zoned in on the small particles of berries in the dough. “I am looking for something I know I didn’t put in here, and yet, I just can’t seem to shake this feeling that somehow, these are responsible for the poisoning.”

      “What are you looking for?” Bramble asked.

      “Discrepancies,” she replied plainly. Suddenly, Maggie stood up straight with a look of certain deduction. “Bramble, some of these cookies have an extra drizzling of berry in them.”

      “How is that possible, though?” he wondered.

      “I don’t know,” she said, holding out two of the cookies for him to see. “See that? Dried nightshade berries among the cranberries and blackcurrants! These,” she lifted up another cookie, “don’t have that extra stuff in them!”

      “Two batches? But how?” Bramble asked.

      “I don’t know, but I am going to get to the bottom of it, dammit,” she said firmly.

      That night, she could hardly sleep. She took a sleeping pill from a generic pharmacy to get some sleep, otherwise the conundrum would plague her thoughts all night.
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      Maggie was shocked beyond words. How could she make such a stupid mistake? It was unlike her to accidentally add the wrong ingredients. In fact, she had always been criticized for her pedantic way in the kitchen, even by her previous colleagues.

      “I don’t do this, Bramble. You know this, right?” Maggie moaned. “You know I check my ingredients a million times over and I make sure that the ingredients are just right, the measurements are precise.”

      “Oh, don’t I know it!” he replied. “It is one of your less charming traits, my dear, I admit. It is quite annoying, but I suppose for a perfectionist such things are necessary.”

      “That’s it. I am checking everything. My reputation and my peace of mind depend on it,” she announced. Her face was stern and resolute in her mission. With gusto, Maggie took to the reserves, the pantry, and even the storage room. Like a hurricane, she whirled through everything—Clara’s old stock, the shelves of the large pantry where she kept her canned and dried goods, and she even went through her kitchen cupboards.

      “Don’t forget the soufflé! I would hate for that to go wrong too. I might end up at the vet as well,” Bramble reminded her of the delicacy she was preparing for him.

      “Oh, Bramble!” she groaned. Actually, she had forgotten the soufflé in her mad flurry, but she dared not let him know that. Maggie checked the pudding, careful not to let Bramble see her test it. “There. It is just right.”

      “Just in time,” he added, “otherwise it would have been reduced to a pile of ash.”

      “Oh my God, you are so dramatic,” Maggie sighed with a smirk. “Now let me look for the bad berries!”

      She hauled both bags out—the cranberries and the blackcurrants—just to make sure. With consummate obsession and precision, she studied handfuls of the stuff, but only found the berries intended for the cookies.

      “I don’t get it,” she scowled, feeling decidedly confused and a little defeated. “Where the hell did they come from and how did they get into my mix?”

      Bramble was too busy munching, the only time he had nothing to say.

      Maggie was perplexed. She could not explain the mystery, no matter how she examined the circumstances repeatedly. Out in the yard, she rushed through the garden to check her fresh herbs as well. For a long while, Maggie crouched next to her herb beds and checked every leaf obsessively, making sure that there was no alien plant springing up in her herb garden. She knew this was absurd and unnecessary, but her inability to solve this puzzle was driving her crazy now.

      “Where did they come from? Where?” she hissed as her frown dipped deeper into her brow.

      She realized how insane she must look and dusted off her jeans as she rose to her feet, shaking her head. Maggie was at a loss for words. The herb garden, the garden itself, and the stored products yielded neither answer, nor culprit. However, Maggie Corey was not one to rest while she was perplexed. She was just one of those people who would not sleep or relax until they at least have an idea of what is going on. Her mind would never let her be until she had an answer, and therefore, she had to keep looking.

      Jumping over her aunt’s whimsical painted rocks in the grass, Maggie made her way back into the house to have a look at the cookies one more time. She had to find some resolution. In the kitchen, her radio was on, the local news talking about the recent accident on the highway. Maggie opened the tin of saved shop cookies and laid them out in a row on the cutting board. One by one, she picked them up and smelled them for her special spice.

      Then she saw something she had not noticed before. The cookie in her hand was slightly singed at the edges of the bottom, something Maggie’s biscuits and cookies never had. Her pedantic nature would never allow even the slightly burned results, let alone serve them!

      “These are different. They all show the same side darkened by a bit of burn, see?” she told Bramble. “Now look at the cookies without the extra ingredients, in other words, my cookies. No burn or even darkening anywhere.”

      “So what are you saying?” he inquired.

      “This is not my batch! I only made one batch, right? Of that bunch, none showed any burns, so how, suddenly, does my batch have burned cookies? This is another batch that came from somewhere else!” she deduced.

      “Sinister,” Bramble remarked.

      “Tell me about it. Not only is someone trying to piss me off again, but they are using innocent people to do it,” Maggie sneered. “Sometimes I wish I was one of those witches who can kick ass and not feel guilty.”

      “You can. You are a Corey, after all,” he answered suavely. “You are just too friendly to be a kicker of asses. Not a bad thing, to be good and nice. I just find it very … restrictive.”

      Maggie laughed. “For a daemon, you are delightfully sweet, Bramble, but yes, I think I’ll stick to being a kitchen witch who has friends and,” she shrugged, “a clear conscience.”

      Later in the day, she heard the roar of Sheriff Walden’s police vehicle as he pulled up outside her house. He looked exhausted, as usual, when he greeted her with his hat in his hand. Coming up the steps of the veranda, he sniffed at the air.

      “Cinnamon?” he asked.

      “New batch of cookies, ironically enough,” she enlightened him.

      “You kept those others, I take it?” he made sure, as his large frame darkened her doorway.

      “I did. I have separated them from mine,” she informed him.

      “From yours? But I thought they were yours,” he said.

      “No, turns out I found some burn marks on all those which contain what I think is the bad berries,” she shared. “It looks like there are two batches, like someone switched some of mine out with another tainted batch.”

      “That is a wild speculation,” Carl remarked. “But wild speculation has always proved to be accurate when it comes to you, Maggie. Oddly enough.”

      Maggie smiled. It was true, fascinating as it was. She was never afraid to reach for the truth, no matter how unlikely it might look. Through the musty, dark corridor, she led Carl to the lounge where she had the cookies on the cutting board upon the coffee table.

      One by one, she turned them over, showing Carl what she thought she had discovered. Maggie was relieved to know that she was not responsible for the poisonings after all. It removed a great yoke off her shoulders to know that these victims had not come to their misfortune by her mistake. Still, she owed them her time and dedication to find the guilty party nonetheless. After all, had they not frequented her shop, this unfortunate business would never have befallen them.
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      Carl lurched his body to look at the cookies Maggie presented.

      “Two different batches, hey?” he remarked, his tone rife with disbelief. He liked Maggie and he knew her to be as honest and forthcoming as her late aunt, but he was an officer of the law and that came first.

      “Yes?” she frowned. “I just told you. Someone else switched some of my cookies with contaminated cookies to poison anyone who ate from that plate.”

      “I get that,” he replied, “but explain to me how someone could switch out your batch of cookies in your own shop without you noticing, Maggie.”

      She shrugged, shaking her head. “That is what I don’t know.”

      “Why would someone make the same cookies as you and put them in your shop? If you say these are from two different batches, I believe you,” he assured her, “but I struggle to see how this happened under your nose.”

      “I don’t know, Carl,” she wailed, raising her voice a little.

      “Still proud of doing the right thing now?” Bramble remarked from the couch with a hiss and a meow. Maggie wished she could throw a shoe at him just then.

      “They will be okay, right? The people who were hospitalized. I know the dog might go blind,” she lamented.

      “Look, according to the doctors, Aubrey and Bella will pull through. The trucker, though,” he shrugged with a heavy sigh, “that is just a plain old murder charge. I mean, his poisoning caused him to crash. He ain’t pulling through, Maggie. He was killed on impact, because he ate cookies from your shop.”

      Maggie lost it a little, but luckily Carl was used to that by now and he did not take it personally. She played her hands in her thick red hair and paced up and down the lounge.

      “Oh my God, oh my God! I am looking like a criminal again! I did not do this! Goddammit, Carl, I don’t even have nightshade anywhere on my property! How would I put something in my cookies that I don’t even have? And why? To what end would I poison the people who patronize my business?” she rambled relentlessly.

      “Enough! Stop now, for God’s sake!” Carl thundered. It was the first time he’d raised his voice to Maggie, but he could not think straight with her whining and he was so tired from jumping around across towns to assist when he did not even have enough manpower for his own jurisdiction. “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I’m just so very tired.”

      Maggie had to concede that her outburst was unfounded, and for a moment, she saw the man behind the badge. She placed her hand on his shoulder.

      “No, I am sorry, Carl,” she admitted. “I am being a bitch and not even thinking about all the crap you don’t even ever share with people. You know, some of us are aware of how hard you work and what you do for this community. Just so you know.”

      “Kissing my ass is not going to get you off the hook here,” he jested.

      Maggie smiled. “No? Well, then you are on your own, pal.”

      Carl smiled feebly. He did not like the position Maggie was in, even less the position her position had put him in—again. He sat down on the sofa next to Bramble, who characteristically ignored him. The sheriff looked at the cookies and he saw the difference in hue that Maggie had drawn his attention to, but to him, that proved nothing. As an investigator who had to consider things objectively, the differing batches could just mean that Maggie had baked two batches. Nothing about the discrepancy proved beyond a doubt that the second batch had been baked by someone other than Maggie herself.

      She did not like the way in which he sat staring in silence like that. Maggie knew him a bit by now and that look was his brain at work, from a judicial point.

      “Just spit it out, sheriff,” she broke the silence.

      He looked up at her with soft brown eyes that carried so much burden. “Look, Maggie,” he sighed, “from a legal point of view, that delivers no concrete and conclusive proof that you did not poison the trucker and the others. I hate to say it, but I have to think like the public, like a judge.”

      “What in the Sam Hill?” she shrieked. “Carl, I just showed you …!”

      “You showed me two batches of cookies, Maggie,” he barked back. “Nothing here shows me that you did not bake both batches. Do you understand that? I know you did not poison people, Maggie, but by God, I need irrefutable proof of that! I need you to prove that someone else baked it. I don’t know how, but that is what we need!”

      “I have no way of proving that,” she retorted, sounding less aggressive and more distraught.

      “I know. I know,” he persisted. “You have to understand how this makes you look. A seasoned herbalist with a great knowledge of herbs and,” he hesitated with what he actually wanted to utter, “p-po-potions. Potions. I have no choice but to consider you the prime suspect, even though I totally don’t think you are involved.”

      “Well, that doesn’t help me,” she moaned.

      “Here you are, an herbalist who happens to have had free cookies for anyone who came into her shop. Cookies that just happened to contain a deadly berry that took one life so far,” he ran the awful truth by her. “I know and I believe you, okay? But as the sheriff with no other suspects and no logical MO to blame on anyone else, I am going to have to ask you not to leave town for now, okay?”

      “Oh my God, Carl! You cannot be serious!” she cried. “Not this again. I thought I was doing the right thing by letting you know all this.”

      “I get that,” he reiterated, putting his huge hands on her upper arms to offer some kind of comfort, “but doing the right thing does not always reap rewards, unfortunately. Believe me, I am grateful for honest people like you, especially in my world, where everyone lies to me.”

      “Told you so,” Bramble meowed.

      “Oh shut it!” she cried inadvertently. Carl was taken aback by her words, but she waved her hand and shook her head. “The cat. Meowing. Just so irritating.”

      Carl looked at Bramble, who returned his gaze with confidence and a slightly unsettling human element to his glare. “Maybe he is showing you his support,” Carl told Maggie.

      “I don’t think so. He is a goddamn cat,” she hissed at her gloating familiar, but he was right again. He had told her not to do the right thing and stick out her neck.

      “Look, the fact that you let me know this is imperative. I would have found out anyway, and then your silence would just have confirmed your guilt to me,” Carl tried.

      Maybe if he was spinning her the story that way, she would understand better that incriminating herself was really the right thing to do. “In the long run, the fact that you told me will serve as your good intentions to assist the police in tracking down the cause of the hallucinations.”

      “So now what? I lawyer up?” she asked, sniffing.

      “You can if you wish, but let’s just test the cookies first and see if there is a definitive link before we go ahead with all the official stuff, okay? I have the district attorney and the mayor breathing down my neck to give them something at least, but I will not jump the gun just to save face.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t make me feel much better, but I appreciate that you believe me,” she told Carl as she walked him to the door. He had the tin of malefic cookies under his arm as he put his hat back on.

      “I do believe you,” he repeated and reinforced his opinion. “Let me have these tested and then I will let you know how we proceed. I know it is heavy stuff, Maggie, but just try to relax and we’ll work this all out, all right? I mean, we have worked things out before, right?” he winked. This time, his words truly did make her feel a little better. Carl’s allegiance, even just on a personal level, made Maggie feel less alone in this hornets’ nest where she lived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      On Tracy’s suggestion, Maggie made an appointment with Lance Ledbetter Esq., a solicitor from Salem who had helped Tracy’s parents in a criminal case a decade before. Maggie was taking no chances this time. She was not about to wait patiently just to be hauled out of her house in cuffs again. This time, she would be ready.

      The esteemed Master Ledbetter was a remarkable character that reminded Maggie of Christopher Lee’s role in Sleepy Hollow. Tall and gaunt, he had a deep, wise voice that perfectly accompanied his old-fashioned black suit and cravat, right down to the whitish-gray ponytail the man sported. Through his small circular spectacles, he peered at Maggie as she recounted the whole matter to him. Not once did he flinch or stop her to ask any questions and it almost made her nervous. So often, she complained that nobody really listened to her. Now, there was someone who listened profusely and it gave her the willies. On the whole, Master Ledbetter did not just look like he belonged in a town like Salem. His appearance gave the impression that he owned it.

      “So what do you suggest?” she ended her long recitation. “Should I be worried?”

      Master Ledbetter took off his glasses and placed them carefully on a thick book by his side, one of two old leather-bound books. With a quivery voice fraught with authority, the man, who she guessed was in his seventies, interlocked his fingers in front of his on the grand rosewood desk.

      “I urge you not to disclose this arrangement with your sheriff, Miss Corey,” he advised. “In fact, let no one know that you have legal assistance at all. Let them think that they have you cornered while you wait for Sheriff Walden’s retort. As soon as he notifies you, you notify my office. The best hunter is a patient one. Whoever is doing this will show themselves in due time. However, time is what we need to bide.”

      Maggie nodded. “So you believe me.”

      “Whether I believe you or not is categorically inconsequential to my vocation, Miss Corey. As long as you fit my fee, I am at your service, even if you killed Christ Himself.”

      “Whoa,” she whispered. Her eyes followed his crooked hand where he tapped his finger on the book that bore his spectacles. She saw the faded lettering on it: Holy Bible. It was the book next to it, though, that unsettled Maggie when she learned its title: Malleus Maleficarum.

      The Witches Hammer,’ she thought, feeling like a rat trapped in a well. Oh my God! Either this guy is the devil on the pulpit, like that snake Reverend Mason, or he is my saving grace.

      “Thank you, Master Ledbetter,” she said quickly, doing an awful job at masking how spooked she was. “I will be in touch, either way, just to let you know.”

      “I know,” he replied plainly. “You will be in touch … at some point.”

      Creepy,’ her inner voice squealed. At least he said he is at your service. That has to be a good thing, right?

      The road back to Hope’s Crossing was filled with worry and wonder. Maggie could not help but wonder if Carl had taken the cookies to the forensics department yet.

      “What if he just … lost the cookies?” she speculated aloud. “You know, just pretended they never existed or hey, maybe said that he just picked them up on the sidewalk somewhere. Yeah, that would have been swell.”

      Her face fell to an expression of disappointment and worry as she entered Hope’s Crossing. She needed Bramble’s cuddles now. He gave her a lot of crap and teased her incessantly, but she knew he was always on her side and ready with advice. Her favorite part was always when Bramble nuzzled her jaw with his nose and she looked forward to that. Under the white sky, covered with a thin layer of cloudy sheets, Maggie bemoaned her latest bout of unluckiness.

      Occasionally, the eccentric old lawyer would resurface in her reminiscence. Maggie could feel her skin crawl at the thought of him. How could Tracy suggest such an eerie, scary character to her? Then again, she reckoned, she also had copies of both those books and that did not make her a preacher or a … oh wait, she was a witch. How could she judge Master Ledbetter if she herself was walking between the worlds? Maybe it was his willingness to hear her out that made her uncomfortable. What if he was only listening so that he could weave a trap for her?

      “What the hell are you thinking about, idiot? The old guy is on your side! His exuberant retainer proves that,” she reprimanded herself for doubting her lawyer.

      She made a point of not telling Carl about Master Ledbetter, but she found it so hard to lie, or even omit things, when in Carl Walden’s presence. She had left the shop in Sharon’s incapable hands for the two hours she would be gone and was surprised to find her neighbor sober behind the counter.

      “Thank you so much for holding the fort, Sharon. I hope you won’t be late for your doctor’s appointment,” Maggie said as she entered the shop.

      “No, I have ten minutes left before my appointment. I’ll make it,” Sharon smiled. “Can’t wait to be done at the doctor’s. Got a nice single malt waiting at home.”

      “You know, the kind of week I have been having, I am not sure I hate that idea,” Maggie replied, plodding to her desk and tossing her bag on the chair. “Any business?”

      “Nah, there was one woman who came in, but she didn’t buy anything,” Sharon reported.

      “Local?” Maggie asked.

      “Chick from church. Nobody we should care about,” Sharon shrugged. “I have to run.”

      “Again, thank you!” Maggie shouted after Sharon, who waddled hastily out the door to get to her doctor’s appointment.

      “Welcome!” Maggie heard from the sidewalk.

      “Thank God she is gone,” Maggie sighed.

      All morning, she had been trying to hold back the tears. Just when she thought she was back on her feet and getting to live a life without drama and bad news, this had to happen. Feeling sorry for herself, Maggie started cleaning up her shop reluctantly. It was all she had to keep her mind off the trouble she had been once again hurled into, yet, the more she focused on rearranging the products, the more her thoughts haunted her.

      At once, she heard a familiar sound, muffled. It was her ringtone. Rolling her eyes, Maggie groaned as she went for her purse to see who was calling. Bramble perked up.

      “Carl?” he asked.

      “I wish,” Maggie replied, holding up her phone screen for him to see.

      “My condolences,” he said. He knew that his witch was in a very frail frame of mind, not that he blamed her.

      “What do you want, Gareth?” she hissed.

      “Wow! Is that how you answer your phone now?” Gareth asked, sounding a little more sober than last time.

      “No, just when you call,” she snapped. “I told you to stop calling me. Are you spiteful or just too damn stupid to understand basic English?”

      Bramble could see Maggie’s walls crumbling. She was already in a sad, foul mood and rightly so. He saw the glimmer of tears on the edges of her eyelids and he wished he could help her, but Maggie had to learn to stand up and be a Corey. She did not disappoint Bramble.

      Gareth started with his cooing, but Maggie would have none of it. She was sick and tired of lugging her past around with her, even into the new hell she had created for herself by fleeing from it. No matter where she ran, trouble and demented people followed and she was about to crack.

      “Listen here, Gareth,” Maggie interrupted him. “I have told you, I have asked nicely, and I have made things very clear. We are divorced because you are a lying narcissistic cheat that I would not even piss on if you were on fire!”

      “Ouch!” Bramble cheered.

      “And since you seem to be too much of a Neanderthal to process the situation …” she sneered.

      “You will be sorry, bitch!” Gareth screamed. “I will get you! You think you can just dump me? Who do you think you are? Bitch!”

      “I am Maggie goddamn Corey. That’s who I am. And you can go to hell … bitch!” she growled.

      She killed the call and blocked his number without a second thought. Maggie’s hands were shaking and her chest was heaving heavily, but she could not deny how good that fight felt. Perhaps that was why she was so easily depressed by this passive-aggressive town—people never just came out and threw down. There was never just a good old-fashioned fight that resolved the war. Everything was clandestine and backstabbing was prevalent and it made her sick.

      Maggie sank down in her chair and wept. She felt deeply distraught at how someone was apparently framing her for murder—again! At least the last time it happened, the nefarious Reverend Mason had made no secret of his hatred for her. Whoever had it in for her this time round did not even have the balls to let her know.

      “I am so done!” she cried, grabbing a handful of tissues for the crying spell. Bramble jumped up on her lap and nuzzled her neck, but she was inconsolable. She complained about the same things, but this time her protests were more heart-wrenching, especially considering she had a few weeks of well-deserved peace and tolerance.

      “I have fought so hard to earn my way here, Bramble, but it really isn’t worth it anymore. I know I said this before,” she choked and sniffed, “but this is really not worth all the pain and the trouble just to be able to live in Hope’s Crossing. It is my hell! It is a hell full of flowers and butterflies, just waiting to crush me under its miserable claws, and I am sick of it! Sick of it!”

      “There, there, my dear,” Bramble purred. “You know that is not true. You have so much fight in you.”

      “Great!” she whined. “So, if I have fight in me, I must be locked in some permanent battle? Can’t I just live? Do I have to fight all the time?”

      “No, but look what you just did with Gareth,” Bramble reminded her. “You took control and made sure in no uncertain terms that he knew who not to trifle with! How can you think that Corey bloodline is going to be run out of town like that?”

      “I know,” she wheezed, blowing her nose. “I am just … I just wanna pick up, sell this anchor, and be free.”

      “And how long are you going to keep running?” Bramble asked. “By the time you finally find a place that leaves you be, you could have ruled Hope’s Crossing. Remember who you are, Maggie. Remember the blood in your veins.”

      And she did.
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      Maggie watched them tie the man down.

      “Where am I?” she asked, but they only looked at her and looked away. Sharon nudged her and shook her head, putting her index finger on her lips to warn Maggie to hush.

      “Why are they tying up that guy?” Maggie asked.

      “To keep him down. Why else?” Sharon scoffed.

      “Why?” Maggie frowned.

      “Can you be quiet? We want to hear what his story is,” Sharon whined. “Just watch.”

      Amidst the insults of the onlookers, Maggie watched three men place two panels of thick wood on the naked man’s ivory-hued body. One after the other, they stacked heavy rocks onto the planks until the naked man groaned.

      “That’s enough!” a mean-looking magistrate shouted. “For now.”

      He proceeded to stand on top of the stacked stones, increasing the pressure significantly.

      “Plead!” he ordered, but the man was red in his face and said nothing. “Plead!” he shouted again, but the naked man shook his head.

      People standing around started yelling and cursing the men, some looking fierce and wicked and others filled with sorrow. The evil man standing on the other tapped his cane against the wood like a ticking clock.

      He smiled bitterly and cried, “This be the fate of the heretics, my people! This be the fate of all ye worshippers of Satan and your vile familiars!”

      “Why doesn’t anyone help him?” Maggie asked, but it was as if all sound withered the moment she spoke and allowed her voice to echo loud as thunder. They all turned to look at her at once. Silence filled the town square as they stared at Maggie.

      Suddenly, the gurgling sound of the man under the stones pulled their attention back to him. Maggie looked at the man and screamed. His ivory skin had become blotted with black and purple bruises and his eyes bulged in white pearls as he turned his head to regard Maggie. His black tongue protruded from his dry lips while the town shouted, “Plead! Plead! Plead!”

      The sheriff smiled wickedly as he used the tip of his cane to shove the man’s tongue back into his mouth, choking him. Maggie felt her body convulse in disgust as foam emanated from the corners of the man’s mouth.

      “Do you have something to say?” the sheriff smirked at Maggie, who was hysterical at the cruelty they all allowed. She watched as the sheriff turned into Carl Walden and behind him, her friend Tracy was cackling in delight, pointing at the man on the ground.

      “Look at Giles Corey! Take heed! Take heed! Giles Corey will be pressed until he spits out his confession or dies!” Tracy shrieked in sick delight.

      “Giles? Giles Corey?” Maggie said softly.

      The man on the ground looked at her with his pearly white bulging eyes. They started to look like blood-soaked marshmallows. His tongue hung out of his mouth while the sheriff’s cane dipped into the sponge of his spittle and body fluids. Giles Corey spoke through his stuffed mouth, his voice clear inside Maggie’s head.

      “Do not let them stop your tongue, Margaret,” he said as the foam stained his cheek. “Do not let them push your tongue back in when it comes out, Margaret. Do not allow them to press you. Their peine forte et dure could not keep my tongue inside and neither shall yours.”

      The sheriff, now in the guise of Carl Walden, pulled the cane from Giles Corey’s mouth with a sickening slurp and walked towards Maggie. The entire town was laughing like demons, cackling and shouting as Tracy and Sharon grabbed Maggie’s arms to hold her firm.

      “No! No! Please!” she begged and shrieked, but the sheriff held up his cane, aiming for Maggie’s agape mouth. “Oh God, no!” she screeched, tears obscuring her sight as the whole town gathered to laugh and point and mock her.

      Laughing like a vile rapist, Carl shoved the disgusting cane into Maggie’s mouth. She could taste the salty slime of her ancestor’s mouth on it as the tip poked at her teeth and tongue.

      “Hold your tongue, bitch!” she heard Gareth’s voice.

      “Hold your tongue, doll!” Sharon shouted.

      “Hold your tongue, snake!” Reverend Mason laughed happily, clapping his hands together.

      Carl’s face was sweaty and twisted as he pushed the cane deeper into her throat, scraping along her tongue until she could not breathe. She could hear the grating and clanking of the tip of the cane on her teeth and she gagged as the man with the marshmallow eyes sang like a woman.

      “Don’t let them press you, Margaret! Don’t let them hold your tongue!”

      Maggie woke with a start, gagging and choking, grabbing at her mouth and throat. Bramble was so startled at her sudden gasping and sitting upright that he bolted up into the air as alarmed felines do.

      “Good Lord, woman! What on earth is the matter? You scared me half to death!” Bramble hissed and spat as he arched his back in the corner.

      Maggie’s eyes were stretched wide, as wide as her mouth was begging for air. Her hands gestured a grip around a stick she was pulling from her mouth, but there was nothing. Gasps and wheezing breaths shot rapidly from her terrified body as her eyes finally started moving around the room. Slowly, she began to realize that she had been dreaming and it was then that she just erupted in tears. Bramble leaped back up on her bed and sat down.

      “Nightmare?” he inquired, cocking his head to the side. It looked quite adorable, but Maggie was still caught in the horror of her dream and all she could do was to grab her black cat and hold him tightly.

      “Like my life didn’t suck enough already, Bramble!” she wailed. He could feel her whole body shaking. “It was horrible! Horrible. I dreamed of Giles Corey and the whole town was against him too, just as they are against me!”

      “Did you die in the dream?” he asked.

      “Why?” she asked in a sudden sober tone. “Does that mean something?”

      He shrugged. “Just curious.”

      “I did not die, but I would have had I not woken up,” she speculated. “Oh gross, he stuck his cane in my mouth.” She got out of bed.

      “Who?” Bramble asked.

      “Carl,” she said, spitting as she disappeared down the hallway to the bathroom.

      Bramble was puzzled. “Ooh, was it that kind of dream? I thought you said it was a nightmare,” he teased as he followed her.

      Maggie threw a towel over him. “Ugh, you are disgusting, Bramble. It was not a metaphor! It literally happened in the dream. He shoved a cane into my mouth and almost killed me.”

      “Carl,” Bramble confirmed.

      “Yes, but he wasn’t Carl,” she tried to explain. “Ugh, Bramble, he was playing the role of that sheriff who pressed Giles Corey to death.”

      Bramble’s eyes narrowed in hate. “Sheriff George Corwin.”

      “Is that his name?” she asked as she started brushing her teeth, but Bramble only caterwauled and flicked his tail angrily. Maggie nodded, understanding the body language.

      She could not get her uncompromising ancestor out of her head. Aside from how grisly he looked, Maggie knew that she had to deal with this as Giles had—in the most unorthodox and unexpected ways. It had always worked before and now that she had that vampire for a lawyer, she felt more confident about doing her own investigation. After all, if she did not find the killer, she was the killer—same old story of Margaret Corey vs. Hope’s Crossing.

      “I will not hold my tongue, Giles,” she babbled through the foamy toothpaste, but as she looked in the mirror, the foam around her mouth reminded her of the sickening image of the very man she was taking advice from. “Oh God, that looks just like him.”

      Quickly, she rinsed her mouth and sipped some mouthwash, if only to clean up the hideous look that was still vivid in her recollection. Maggie was determined to find the culprit herself, taking the message from the nightmare quite literally. After all, that was exactly how it felt for her to live here—as if the townspeople hated her and they all watched cheerfully as she was being pressed and pressed every single time.

      When she served Bramble his breakfast, she was grateful for the day off. Maggie intended to use the time to use a process of elimination to eradicate all other factors to narrow down the possible suspects. On a piece of paper, she wrote down the names of everyone who came into her shop that day, no matter the circumstances.

      Aubrey, Anna, Dog, Mick, Bella …

      Maggie scratched out Aubrey, Dog, and Mick and circled Bella’s name, because she never ate any of the cookies, although she’d showed the same symptoms.

      “Weird,” Maggie said under her breath. “She had none, but also came down with the poison. What about Anna?”

      A new idea popped into Maggie’s head. “Maybe she snatched some and gave them to Bella at home?” she thought aloud. “No, nope, can’t be.”

      “Why not?” Bramble wanted to know. “It makes sense.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” she answered. “Bella was in the car accident just after that, so she probably had not been home before Anna left the shop.”

      “And Anna stayed long, but she never ate of it either,” Bramble added. “Not as far as what I saw anyway.”

      “That is totally weird,” Maggie agreed. “None of it makes sense. One had no cookies and ended up poisoned. The other one usually eats like a pig off that plate, but she is fine and dandy, walking around all healthy.”

      “Hey, maybe this means it was not your cookies that caused it after all.” Bramble threw a long shot to try to cheer her up.

      “Aw, Bramble, how sweet of you to reach like that,” she jested, giving his jaw a good tickle. “If only that were true, but we have to figure out just how this happened. I can’t rely on Barrister Dracula to save me from Carl’s wrath once those results come back from the lab. And once Carl takes me in, I will have a real problem finding the perpetrator myself. Last time, we got lucky that that maniac followed me.”

      “Maybe you should have filmed your shop too, like you did with Oroville when he tried to kill you,” Bramble offered, but Maggie had not thought about that before.

      “You know, that might not have been a bad idea,” she started, sounding compliant, but then her tone turned sarcastic. “If only we knew that the next crap storm would ensue in Corey’s Herbs and Simples, right? Or, if only we had mounted cameras before I got framed.”

      “Okay, okay, put on the muzzle,” he sighed. “In hindsight, filming the premises has served you before. Jokes aside, it might be a good investment, period.”

      “That is true,” she admitted. “But for now I have to try and figure out who did this or else my ass is up on a wire again.”
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      The following morning was a mess.

      Maggie woke up to clapping thunder and flashes of lightning as early as 5 a.m. and she had to rush to close all the spare-room windows she had been leaving open to ventilate the old house. Barefoot, she staggered along the corridor of the top floor, still in a daze. Bramble, however, elected to remain on her cushy bedding and nap it out.

      Outside it was still relatively dark for dawn, but she knew the house well enough to make her way in the shadows and secure the windows. The wind whipped, but it was hardly a hurricane. Maggie was very unhappy about the sudden flare up of the weather and, as any witch worth her salt would, she chalked it up to some curse.

      “Damned weather! This is probably my comeuppance for the other day, right?” she moaned, her blue eyes cast up to the heavens as she struggled to wrench the window in the blue room shut. Her finger got pinched in the process, and Maggie let rip with a torrent of curses.

      “I suppose trying to save lives does not matter to the dark powers, right, Bramble?” she bitched as she entered her bedroom, sucking on her sore finger.

      “What happened?” Bramble guessed accurately.

      She put her finger on display with an apt facial expression to evoke his pity. “Pinched my nail and the tip of my index in that bloody wooden frame again.”

      “And somehow the weather is at fault?” he gasped playfully.

      Maggie got back in bed, if only to get warm. It was no use going back to sleep with the gods and their racket causing ruckus outside. Her face stayed distorted in unhappiness as she listened to the rolling thunder.

      “What I meant was, somehow I have to be punished by this bad weather as a price for conjuring weather magic the other day,” she explained. “I read somewhere that witchcraft works like that. You call on something, and something must be taken in return to equalize it … or something.”

      “Aye, that be the Threefold Law,” he affirmed. “Whatever you call on, expect to pay for it threefold. So, only do good magic—which you did, my dear. It was by no means nefarious in any way and this,” he stretched out lazily, “is just a storm. It is not some divine retribution, just a normal thunderstorm the likes of which we get here during this time of year.”

      Maggie frowned, staring at her cat. Sometimes he had the power to diminish an important matter without even trying, but in this case, she was grateful for it. His wisdom, like his sarcasm, never ceased to amaze her. Right now, though, she was just relieved to know that the storm was not the product of her magical rite with the dried ferns.

      Rumbling and occasional clattering in the sky, the thunder startled Maggie every few minutes and it prompted her to get up and head for the kitchen for some strong coffee. Her house creaked under the floorboards as the wind persisted to force its way and the musty odor of the old walls imbued the place with a strong draw of old magic. Restless weather, she thought, for a restless soul. Maggie used to be, for lack of a better term, mundane of mind. She would never buy into anything the likes of which she now found normal.

      Being a witch filled her with a sense of purpose, no matter the constant tribulation it brought upon her. Now that she was more open-minded to the bigger, more ancient things in the universe, she could not help but feel that the angry weather was a portent to something, perhaps a warning of darkness to come. Although the storm was hardly destructive, Maggie kept pondering upon the message behind it.

      “Rattle my windows all you like,” she mumbled as she waited impatiently for the kettle, “I did nothing wrong.”

      At once, the thunder clapped like a gunshot and she jumped. Her lights flickered momentarily, but remained on nonetheless. Her hand inadvertently guarded her heart as she took a deep breath.

      That is how they answer you, her inner voice scared her. Stop talking smack to them.

      Aloud, she comforted her nerves with a foolhardy recovery.

      “I am but a kitchen witch. How would I anger the powers that be?” she said plainly as she poured the coffee. The wind howled, but the skies were silent in response. Maggie looked up as she drank her coffee. “I like this game. Almost like Ouija.”

      Upon her bottom lip, something suddenly tickled. It tickled a bit more than just the flow of liquid and it was not long before she discerned the kicking of its legs. Maggie shrieked in disgust, tossing her coffee cup across the kitchen in fright. The mug shattered against the edge of the sink, revealing the culprit. It was a massive cockroach, scampering away and diving into the drain.

      “Oh my God! Oh God, no! Yuck! Yuck! Blegh!” she raved, dipping into a Charleston that would make any choreographer blush. The ruckus enticed Bramble downstairs and he tried not to erupt in a fit of laughter at what he saw. Maggie’s face and pajamas were soaked in coffee droplets trickling down her legs as she jived away from the revolting bug.

      “What was that?” he asked her.

      Poor Maggie’s face was warped in horror as she finally came to a standstill.

      “An omen,” she panted.

      “An omen of what?” he inquired, seating himself comfortably away from the wet mess on the floor.

      “I don’t know, Bramble,” she growled impatiently as she tiptoed over the spilled coffee to get a mop. “I just have a feeling that all this is a warning of something.”

      “A feeling,” he repeated, giving the notion some consideration. Under his breath, he remarked, “Clara used to get feelings too. And hers were never wrong.”

      “Sorry, what did you say?” Maggie asked when she came out of the pantry with a mop.

      “Nothing, nothing,” he fibbed. “I was just talking to myself.”

      

      The weather had not calmed much by the time Maggie opened the shop, but at least the wind had died down a little and she could keep the double doors open without worry for the wind chimes at the end of the shelves. Outside, the wet sidewalks mirrored the trees and shadows while Maggie watched the crescents of drops turn into oval rings on the water in the puddles.

      Breathing in deeply, she sighed, “I love the smell of mud when it rains.”

      “I love the smell of better cooking than a salmon and chicken pizza,” Bramble complained, even as he wolfed down the dish Maggie had prepared for him.

      “Ha! You love salmon. Don’t lie!” Maggie chuckled. “You are just being edgy because I would not give you catnip this morning.”

      “Cruel, I tell ya,” he muttered through the mouthfuls.

      “You’ll get some tonight, when I have been to Doug’s,” she smiled, still peering through the open doors. Doug’s was the store where she picked up Bramble’s catnip and it was a bit of a drive there, so Maggie did not have time to do that yet in the morning. “I did promise and you know about me and promises, right?”

      “You always keep them,” he filled in the blank she was waiting for.

      “That is correct,” Maggie nodded proudly, but inside her heart, she hid something from Bramble. After her nightmare, she had been constantly harboring thoughts about her ancestry, her place in Hope’s Crossing, but mostly, Maggie had been entertaining a morose longing for her Aunt Clara’s guidance. In short, the last Corey witch had been feeling depressed about the new turn of events, especially as it repeated closely the last turmoil she had endured.

      As if her soul had conjured bad luck, the tall black figure appeared from the rain and approached her shop.

      “Oh great,” she whispered as her heart fell to her feet. “Speak of the devil.”

      From under his pointy black antique umbrella, the cool, keen eyes of Reverend Mason pinned Maggie’s with intent. For a moment, she thought of closing her doors and slapping on the ‘Closed’ sign, but that would only look cowardly and hostile.

      “Good morning, Margaret,” his smooth, gentle voice permeated the pelting rain. “May I take shelter here for a moment?”

      Maggie did not trust the ominous clergyman one bit, but once again, she could not refuse him such a normal request. Her heart throbbed wildly at the sight of him, her nemesis from a not too distant past, when he’d tried to have her tried for murder. Keeping a brave face, she stepped back and motioned for him to enter.

      Like inviting a vampire in to kill me, she thought as she did. ‘Where is a lightning bolt when you need it?

      Underneath all these thoughts, Maggie could not deny that the conservative misogynist had been keeping his distance of late. He had not bothered her and she’d had no trouble from his camp for weeks, so she admonished herself for her quick judgment.

      “Of course, reverend,” she agreed. “Please come in. Put your umbrella there under the front potted plants to drip down.”

      He smiled weakly. “I thought it was superstitious to bring an open umbrella into a building,” he said as he obliged, tenderly shaking most of the water off before setting the umbrella down. She could hear Bramble hissing from behind the counter, but by the preacher’s expression, he did not hear it.

      “Superstitions limit the tangibility of belief, I say,” she snapped with a smile.

      It was difficult to ascertain if he got the punchline, but Maggie had to lodge the attack on his religious bigotry, even if it cost her. However, to her surprise, it did not perturb the bald man in the black cassock.

      “Tea?” her obligatory question came. “I have some lovely herbal tea to take the mild chill from your wet bones.”

      Reverend Mason’s face was wan, as always, as he looked around the shop. He took his time to answer, while his eyes scrutinized the contents of Corey’s Herbs and Simples. Maggie waited patiently, while inside her, she was traversing some rather furious emotional doldrums.

      “Tea would be lovely, thank you,” he finally replied.

      “If you were the poisoner, now would be a good time,” Bramble told her, but Maggie could not respond in kind. She almost wished she could commit such a terrible act, but alas, it was not in her nature.

      The reverend leered at Bramble, sending the cat darting away to the small storeroom behind the restroom. Maggie noticed this, but she reckoned that such was just the effect the loathsome clergyman had on anyone not under his influence.

      When she served him his tea, she sat down opposite him at the small round table she had in the shop. On the tray she had brought, she had her plate of free cookies between the two porcelain cups.

      “Cookie?” she offered.

      “Oh, no thank you,” he answered quickly. “I fear my diabetes does not allow it.”

      Maggie ceremoniously took one for herself and took a bite, her display not going unnoticed. He sipped his tea, unafraid of the rumors of poison. An awkward silence followed. Maggie wished for the thunder to fill it, but only the clatter of rain brought sound to the situation.

      Unexpectedly, Reverend Mason placed his bony talons on her hand. Cold and clammy like his face, his elongated old fingers arrested her wrist very gently.

      “You know, Margaret, I am aware of the troubles you are subject to,” he said softly.

      “You are?” she asked quickly, completely caught off-guard by his behavior.

      He continued unabatedly, “Yes, and I just want you to know that, in your dark hour, you are always welcome to seek my guidance. It is, after all, what I am here for.”

      The feeling of his hideous claws on her hand almost rivalled the sensation of the coffee cockroach that morning. She wondered what he was trying to prove, since they both knew that she was not one of his church attendees. Moreover, he and his congregation categorically disliked her. His actions were either suspicious or completely unfounded.

      “Look, Margaret, I know we have had our differences, but I am on your side here,” he cooed with his deceptively serene tone.

      What the f … , her inner voice crowed as he started again.

      “You don’t deserve to be treated like this, Margaret. This town is full of distrustful people who would go to any length to hurt you and I don’t want to see you get hurt,” he pressed.

      “This town is not bad,” she replied, pulling her hands out of his graceful grip. “In fact, I have made many friends since that awful affair with Oroville and I am settling in well, thank you, reverend.”

      “Are you sure those you consider friends are genuine, though?” he persisted. “You have to be careful. Even the devil was pretending to be Jesus’ friend while he tempted him in the desert.”

      “Indeed,” she scowled, imagining his very performance in a similar manner. “Is this about the poisoning that I am now accused of?”

      “Maggie, I suggest you leave this awful town and its hostile people and never look back. These people will never warm up to you and I hate for you to be tormented so much by pure prejudice that will never leave you in peace,” he advised in his soft tone.

      “This is about the poisonings, isn’t it, reverend?” Maggie asked again, her heart racing with a mounting fury. “I did not poison anyone and I intend to find the culprit.”

      “Listen, Margaret,” he scoffed, his eyes as gray and wet as the sky, “it is best that you just leave. Leave Hope’s Crossing and its problems behind you. Sell the property and find your life elsewhere.”

      Maggie had had enough. She jumped up. Her mouth was agape with unspoken rage and her chest heaved rapidly under the temper she so carefully tried to rein in.

      “That’s it, Reverend Mason!” she seethed. “You will not chase me out of this goddamn town! Do you understand?”

      “Such blasphemy!” he sighed.

      “Get the hell out of my shop!” she shouted. “And you keep your lackeys away from me or I swear to God … !”

      “How dare you take the Lord’s Name in vai—” he tried to admonish her, but Maggie took up his umbrella and shoved it into his wiry body.

      “Get out! Out! Get out into the rain and spread your bullshit elsewhere!” Maggie shrieked as the preacher puffed and hissed at her audacity. His usually pallid face was now glowing bright red and his nostrils flared in anger.

      “How dare you?” he thundered, but Maggie kept telling him to leave her shop. “You will be sorry, Margaret Corey! God doesn’t sleep! God doesn’t sleep!”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Maggie mocked him as he stumbled out of the front door. Her remark clearly upset the preacher even more, but his complaints were drowned by the rain that engulfed him.
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      Bramble coiled about Maggie’s ankles as soon as the tall, bald clergyman left. It was his way of showing her that he was there for her, but he could tell that she was beyond consolation. Maggie was livid at the preacher’s patronizing attempt, but she was equally stumped by the episode. She picked up her cat and cuddled him, something she did for herself and not so much for Bramble. It was good to pet him in order to bring her down to earth and she knew he would support her no matter what.

      “I can’t believe the cheek that man has! Coming over here and trying to convince me that he has my best interests at heart? Can you believe that?” she moaned, her fingers practically clawing at poor Bramble’s pointy black ears.

      “What can I do to help you, my dear?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she wailed. He could feel her heart slamming in her chest. “Why did he come here? I mean, why did he suddenly decide to come and chum up to me like that? Doesn’t he know that I am not one of his sycophants? Did he really think I was just going to adhere to his ridiculous advice? Jeez, is this how gullible his church flock is?”

      “Need I even corroborate that assumption?” Bramble purred in her neck.

      Maggie watched the slowly vanishing black figure making his way in the rain, fading away like a bad dream.

      “Bramble, I need you to follow him. Just see what he is up to,” she told her cat. “Would you mind?”

      “You know how I hate rain, right?” he sneered.

      “I will give you extra catnip tonight,” Maggie flirted, but Bramble looked unwilling. “Okay, and I will throw in some crème brûlée for good measure.”

      “Sold,” he replied as she put him down. “I’ll be back soon.” He took a deep breath and said, “Cloak.”

      Bramble embarked with confidence on his mission to follow Reverend Mason. It was part of his function as a familiar to serve his witch in all she needed and it was a pleasure to tail such an unsavory character. In fact, Bramble was quite curious himself as to the doings of the malignant preacher his Maggie so detested. And for good reason too. He had previously tried to get Maggie arrested for murders she did not commit, not to mention the social hell the reverend had unleashed on Bramble’s previous darling witch, Clara.

      Down the main street, the big black cat stealthily trailed the black figure of the lurching Reverend Mason. The preacher’s shoes were practically invisible under his cassock, but his heels clicked on the wet concrete as his wide strides fell. From Bramble’s point of view, the reverend looked like a giant bat as his robes whipped in the slight breeze as he walked.

      The cat jogged casually behind the preacher as Reverend Mason turned into the small cobblestone way between two buildings, staying as close as the old man’s shadow. Where tourists usually sat on chairs of the outside table of restaurant areas, there were only the skeletons of tables. Crystal droplets formed on the edges of the bare furniture as Bramble dodged their wet tears, cringing at the unpleasant sensation every time the water penetrated his pelt and tickled his skin.

      The things I do for Maggie. Ugh! he thought as he leapt over wet puddles and avoided craning foliage, keeping water in their cupped leaves. The smell of cookery permeated through the alley of the street, but Bramble had to resist the temptation to seek out the feasts.

      Suddenly, the reverend took a quick turn into the parking area of the local supermarket. It was peculiar, as there was a perfectly sound pathway for him to walk comfortably. Still, the big feline shadow pursued the clergyman, who hastened his pace. Finally, Reverend Mason stopped.

      Bramble halted so quickly that he almost walked into the heels of the man. It was strange that the preacher stopped, because there was no reason for it. He merely stood still as if listening, not even caring to look down or behind him, before he took to his pace again. Across the parking area, they moved rapidly together. If anyone could see them, it would look rather odd, as a thin black frame of a man followed by a similarly dark cat in tail, yet that was unlikely.

      Few people were out on the streets what with the rain coming and going in sheets and drizzle. There was no lightning, but on occasion, there was a gentle rumble of thunder behind the weeping sky. Again, the reverend swerved from his pathway and slipped into the local park. It was vacant because of the weather and Bramble dreaded having to walk through the wet grass with his paws.

      Reverend Mason turned for a moment, again stopping in his tracks to survey his surroundings. Bramble could not understand that the parson seemed to detect his presence, but this was not conclusive. Perhaps Reverend Mason just had an instinct for the supernatural, but he scoffed before he continued on his way under the vast oak and spruce trees of the empty park.

      As soon as they entered a small garden space, secluded from the rest of the park, the preacher turned abruptly, looking straight at Bramble. He picked up several rocks from the flowerbed dirt and started pelting Bramble with it.

      “Be gone with you, you bloody nosy beast! Off with you!” Reverend Mason barked as he threw the rocks.

      What the hell? Bramble shrieked with a wild meow, barely evading a big stone that hit the ground next to his front paws. Another rock came flying by his face and Bramble had to leap out of sight to avoid being struck. The cat yelped as the next rock caught him square on the back, between his shoulder blades, while he heard the preacher cursing him.

      “Be gone, you wretched cat! Go back to where you came from!” Reverend Mason roared as Bramble bolted in the opposite direction. His back stung as he jumped and raced back through the thickets, not caring about any wetness now. Bramble’s paws were muddy, his fur unkempt and wild as his demeanor as he rushed back to Maggie.

      When he returned to Corey’s Herbs and Simples, Maggie was waiting for him.

      “Aw, you poor baby!” she cried as she crouched to receive him in a blanket. “You look like a pack of fighting dogs had at you! What happened? Where did he go?”

      “Just let me get warm first, please, Maggie,” he panted wearily. His eyes were wide and she could feel that his body was shaking, though it was not cold at all.

      “I’ll heat you up some milk,” she said as she placed him on her cushion.

      When Bramble had finished his warm milk, Maggie found that his eyes were still frozen in a kind of surprise she did not see often on him.

      “What happened?” she asked again.

      “That bastard threw stones at me!” Bramble hissed. “Hit me on the back, he did!”

      “I’m so sorry, my sweet Bramble,” she comforted, wrapping him up in her arms. She sat down with him on her lap and cradled him in the blanket. “He is a bastard, by all accounts, that man. And not only is he a Bible-bashing maniac, but he is cruel to animals too! I am going to make sure …” but Bramble interrupted her immediately.

      “Maggie, he could see me! That is why he chucked stones at me like a Neanderthal!” Bramble protested.

      “Okay, so?” she shrugged.

      “Are you listening to me, wench?” he raged.

      Maggie gasped and recoiled.

      “I’m sorry. My apologies, my dear,” he quickly apologized, steadying his tone. “Listen to what I am telling you.”

      “All right,” she replied, perking her ears to make sense of the obvious statement.

      “He could see me,” Bramble repeated.

      Maggie nodded, her expression as vacant as her comprehension. Bramble could see that he would have to elucidate. He sighed and composed himself.

      “Maggie, normal mortals cannot see me when I cloak,” he informed her. “There was no way that he would be able to see me had he been a normal person. Am I making sense?”

      Her big blue eyes stretched as the realization lodged itself in her reason. Her mouth fell open and she held her breath. The revelation opened a whole new door to confusion and concern.

      “He is not supposed to have seen you,” she mumbled under her breath, “yet he saw you clearly. What does that mean, though? I mean, how does he factor into the new bout of trouble surrounding us lately?”

      “Besides the fact that he hates us? Hey, who knows?” Bramble answered snidely.

      “I get that,” Maggie retorted, “but how? Look, of all the people who have been making my life hell here in Hope’s Crossing, it has been primarily been his congregants, right?”

      “Right,” he agreed.

      “Aside from religious conservatism and paranoia, I can’t see what they would have against me. Enough to try and kill me; enough to frame me for murder—again!” she speculated. “What is the correlation between Reverend Bastard and these poisonings that aim to sink my ship again?”
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      After her emotionally grueling confrontation with the bigoted vicar the day before, Maggie took her Saturday afternoon to do some much-needed research. She simply could not dismiss the odd occurrences and the recent revelations that pertained to her still-secret tie with the judgmental preacher and his followers. Maggie was well aware that there was once a feud of some sorts, but the details eluded her. If she were to find the culprit trying to frame her for murder, she had to know why she was such a threat to the people of Hope’s Crossing.

      “Bramble! Made you some game roast!” she called to her cat as she bit a bread roll between her clenched teeth and gathered up her keys. In her other hand, she balanced a cup of tea on a saucer with two cookies and made her way to the basement she had as yet not been able to explore. She had been in there before, briefly, when she moved in, but it was not at the top of her list of rooms to clean up and she had neglected it.

      “Today, I am venturing further,” she muttered through the bitten roll as she traversed the large hallway and passed the last door to the right. She had read about this chamber in Clara’s recipe book that turned out to be more of a Book of Shadows than a culinary bible. “Got to see what is down in the Sanctum.”

      That was what it was called in Clara’s handwriting—the Sanctum. Maggie decided that it sounded very intriguing and she had been meaning to check it out. Unfortunately, she had been keeping busy with silly things like murder cases, fighting for her life and such.

      “There is that smell again,” she said before she held her breath. It reminded Maggie of the subterranean caverns of a cave system, the sweet rot of pure water caught in darkness and stillness. Against the wall at the bottom of the basement stairs, Maggie flicked on the black- domed light switch. The rather empty basement sported no more than a few shelves and plumbing, the electricity panel, and some old furniture piled up under a blanket of dust.

      Beyond, what Clara referred to in her book would be a small cellar door of solid oak and iron bolts reminiscent of a castle chamber, only a quarter of the size. Maggie was glad for the electric light in the middle of the basement roof. She had toughened up considerably since becoming a witch, but she was still not keen on dark, creepy basements. Chewing on her dry bread roll, she used her free hand to pull aside the lighter wooden chairs and broken table legs to get to the promised entryway.

      “What on earth are you doing?” Bramble spoke suddenly behind her.

      “Oh! Good giddy fu … !” she exclaimed, almost losing her footing in fright. “Bramble! You have to stop doing that!”

      “Doing what?” he asked.

      “That! That silent sneaking-up thing!” she complained.

      “Oh balls, for the umpteenth time, Maggie, I am a cat! That is how I move!” he explained. “How do you want me to approach? Wearing gumboots?”

      “Maybe a bell around your neck,” she suggested, still catching her breath.

      “Great, yes, so that I wake up every time I turn around on the bed. Typical of you humans. Whatever suits you, right? Never mind how the constant chiming will drive me nuts!” he scoffed. “What are you doing?”

      “I am looking for the Sanctum that Aunt Clara talked about in her book. Throughout the journal she refers to it and how it is the place of knowledge,” she said dreamily.

      Bramble chuckled. “Oh, Clara! She certainly had a penchant for the dramatic.”

      “How do you mean?” Maggie frowned.

      Bramble jogged over to the old broken washing machine under a crown of cobwebs in the corner.

      “Cardinal directions,” he mentioned, pawing at the front-end loader’s door. “Come now, Maggie, what did I teach you?”

      Maggie recalled a lecture he’d briefly delivered on the workings of different magical disciplines, such as Hoodoo, where the conjuration worked with the four directions. Looking at the washing machine, she could see the dial marked in north, south, west, and east, according to the paradigm of a clock or compass.

      “What is the combination?” he asked, looking at the marked knob.

      “Uh, west, south, north, south, it says on the recipe … spell … whatever this is,” she answered.

      “Off you go then,” he coaxed. “Think of it as a safe combination lock.”

      Maggie’s tummy tingled as she knelt down to apply the directions.

      “I feel like one of the Goonies,” she smiled, but Bramble’s empty expression took the fun right out of her remark.

      Maggie rolled her eyes and clicked in the combination. Suddenly a growl ensued from the floor under her. Maggie shrieked and jumped at the horrific sound, but Bramble sat fixed, calmly grooming himself. The latter was usually her cue that there was nothing to worry about and she welcomed it. The snarl continued and it scared Maggie, her eyes darting to Bramble every few seconds, but her cat looked completely undisturbed by the grotesque sound.

      “What is that?” she whispered.

      He finally looked up. “That sound? Just the dead air forced through the cogs, my dear. No worries. By the way, hold your breath.”

      “Why?” Maggie asked, but she soon knew. An awful stench emanated from the portal that parted in the floor of the basement. It stretched gradually, opening wider into a black eye in the middle of the crude stone floor.

      Maggie was terrified at the sight of the pitch-black chasm, but Bramble jumped into it, crying, “Come on down the staircase! The fuses will kick in soon.”

      “What the hell?” she scowled, yet her heart was jumping with excitement. As he promised, the fuses switched on the light inside the glorious hole in the ground and Maggie could see the winding granite staircase that spiraled down into a cozy chamber.

      “Are you coming?” he called.

      “Um, yeah, of course!” she answered, feeling just a tad apprehensive about the unknown that awaited. “Hang on.”

      Carefully, Maggie placed her foot on the first step, testing its hold. It was solid. Looking back to make sure she knew her way out, the eager Maggie smiled for her adventure and descended down into the bowels of the basement. When she stepped off the last stair, she looked back up.

      “It stays open? I hope?” she asked, feeling unsure.

      “It stays open until you enter the exit combination on the same dial, my dear. As far as I know, only the Corey family knows these combinations, so it is unlikely someone can close it from up there while you are down here,” Bramble educated his little witch.

      “Oh thank God,” she groaned as she dusted off her jeans.

      Maggie looked around what she had expected to be some kind of underground lair with medieval paraphernalia, but what she found was her Aunt Clara. The chamber was a hollowed cavern under the house, yes, but the contents of the place resembled a knitting den instead. Granted, the walls were lined with bookshelves populated with a plethora of antique scrolls and codices, but the easy chair, fireplace, and crocheted throws just made the room look friendly.

      Maggie slowly strolled along the shelves, reading the spines of the texts. Some were written in old English, some titles came in Latin, while others were handwritten ledgers and journals.

      “Wow,” she marveled, “so much information.”

      “The family history books are the most important, as you can see,” Bramble noted.

      He showed her the shelf on the northern wall, where Maggie could distinguish a lot of Clara’s writing. Maggie discovered an antique bureau in the corner, fitted with a reading lamp. Her slender fingers ran along the intricate carvings of the woodwork as she admired the effort of its creator.

      “That is where Clara used to sit when she entered details into her journal and rewrote her recipes from jotted notes into the formal books,” Bramble reminisced.

      “Everything handwritten. Wow, just wow,” Maggie remarked as she gently tried the lid of the bureau. “May I?” she asked her cat.

      “You are a Corey, my dear. You may whatever you damn well please,” he winked reassuringly.

      Maggie drew back the lid with a grating motion, revealing under it two books that had not been shelved. Both were in Clara’s writing and Maggie thumbed through both, just scanning what they contained.

      “I found some family history,” she remarked, distracted by the pages.

      As she flicked through the pages of the big book with the maroon cloth cover, she noticed a name among the text. It provoked her to stop instantly and peruse the passage.

      Still, I find myself reining in the desire to act on it,’ Maggie read in the passage. The magic required upon the blood of Mason I find simply not worth the charge …

      “Mason,” Maggie frowned as she pondered. “Could it be someone related to you-know-who?”

      “Likely,” Bramble answered, his metaphorical tone undeniable.

      Maggie continued to read. Between the virtually illegible writing in places, the age of the pages, and the vagueness of the terminology from a long lost era, she gathered one thing: The Mason family was in some form the rival of the Coreys. However, how, she could not figure accurately. When perusing Clara’s book, a far better copy of fresh pages and decent scribbling, Maggie found that her aunt mentioned sporadic complaints about the church—Mason’s church—being a thorn in her side. From the short references, it was clear that Reverend Mason’s parish did not only dabble in charity and potlucks. In fact, some things Clara wrote imparted no small amount of concern in Maggie’s heart. She constantly hinted that the church of Hope’s Crossing was out to kill her and sever her bloodline for good.

      “What was it, though? Why does he hate us so much?” Maggie inquired as she paged through, trying to get more detail on the feud, but she was left wanting. Most of the accounts did not mention Mason as such, but his church. Clara’s pages often mentioned ‘him’ and ‘he’ without clarifying the person she referred to.

      “It was him she was talking about. I cannot prove it, but I feel it in my gut,” Maggie muttered.

      “Who was she talking about?” Bramble asked, dipping his head into a basket of yarn and knitting wool.

      Maggie looked up. “Reverend Bastard.”

      “Ah! Makes sense,” Bramble’s muffled answer came from under the wool. Only his tail protruded like a waving flag as he dug down to the bottom.

      From her back pocket, Maggie pulled her list of people, those who had patronized her shop that day. She placed it on the bureau and grabbed a pencil Clara had left.

      “Let’s play Devil’s Advocate,” she announced.

      “Ooh, I love that game,” Bramble mumbled from the basket again, but Maggie hardly paid attention to his reply as she sat down and marked certain names on the list with a star.

      “Well, what a coincidence. Among those on this list who fall prey to … I mean, attend … church, Anna and two others qualify,” she mentioned. Maggie looked up at Bramble’s furry aerial above the piles of wool and continued, “So, even if Anna is a church member, as are the other two, I still can’t seem to fathom what all this would have to do with me—or them. I fail to see the connection between acquaintances I barely ever talk to and a motive for blaming me for these incidents. I mean, I get that someone is trying to frame me, perhaps to drive me out, but why and how do they play into this?”

      “Conspiracy?” Bramble suggested. His face perked up from the basket.

      “Fine, then, but why would people push themselves to the brink of death to make me look bad?” she argued with a shrug. Maggie shook her head. “Nah, I don’t buy it. There is a connection here, but I’ll be damned if I can figure it out.”

      “It’s quite obvious, my dear,” Bramble said.

      “I know,” Maggie replied, “but besides driving me out from town, what motive could they otherwise have, you know?”

      Upstairs, something thumped, startling Bramble into the corner and making Maggie freeze in her spot. The two of them exchanged glances, but neither knew what it was. There was another noise that resembled footfalls and Maggie quickly gathered up her familiar. They stole up the stairs as quietly as possible, hoping to catch the intruder that somehow had made it past Maggie’s goofer dust.
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      As Maggie and Bramble snuck up by the basement staircase, someone was walking around in the lobby—someone heavy.

      “What if they decided that framing me takes too long and running me out is futile, Bramble? What if they just decided to send someone to kill me?” Maggie whispered.

      “Your house is charged, my dearest. Nobody who means you harm should be able to breach it. At least that is the theory,” he replied.

      “Maggie Corey!” a robust voice roared, proverbially stopping Maggie’s heart in her chest with fright.

      She looked at Bramble. “Sounds familiar.”

      “Maggie!” he cried again.

      “Carl?” Maggie called back.

      “Yes, Sheriff Walden on official business. Where are you?” he affirmed, but his tone was so official and professional that Maggie felt her stomach knot.

      “Um, right here. On my way,” she cried, leaving Bramble behind with orders to guard the basement entrance until she could go back down. Maggie fixed her hair as she appeared from the hallway, holding a ball of wool in her hand. “Sorry. I was looking for yarn.”

      “You knit?” he asked, surprised. He was in uniform.

      Maggie shrugged with a weak smile. “I am thinking of taking it up.”

      It was then that she saw two other officers in the doorway. Usually, when Carl brought people with him, Maggie got carted off to jail, so she was not happy to see the deputies. Carl introduced them cordially but firmly, and proceeded to inform her of the situation.

      “Maggie Corey, we are here to respond to a call to investigate your premises after the recent poisonings. I can obtain a warrant in less than an hour, if you wish, but I would prefer if you just cooperate so that we won’t need to get formal,” he told Maggie.

      Looking ashen, Maggie tried to refrain from exploding this time and held her temper in check. “You look pretty formal already.”

      “It is just a routine check,” he explained. “We just want to search your property for possible contaminants to eliminate you as a suspect.”

      Holding back all manner of insults and calls to justice, Maggie simply invited him with a gesture. “Go ahead. By all means.”

      Secretly, she was terrified about being hauled off to jail again, but she dared not exhibit any of that. It would no doubt make her look nervous and nervous people were usually guilty. Besides, she had already rummaged through all her own stores for the same reason and found nothing. That was, at least, some respite.

      While his deputies went through Maggie’s pantry, her greenhouses, and storeroom, Carl questioned Maggie about the deadly ingredient and whether she had any of it among her herbs. Maggie categorically denied this and invited him to check her house in general.

      “I told you before that I don’t even own any nightshade plants, sheriff,” she defended as amicably as she could. “None of my recipes call for deadly ingredients, especially for my patrons. Only a really dumb businesswoman would poison her own customers, don’t you think?”

      “May I search your house?” he asked plainly.

      She hated this side of Carl, where she could not chisel through that tough, cold professional exterior. Of course, as the law, he had to maintain that manner, even with her, but she still hated it.

      “Where would you like to start? The shitter?” she asked with a sweet smile.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” he called her bluff with a straight face. “Whereabouts is it?”

      Maggie wanted to roll her eyes, but Bramble, who was seated in the windowsill near the basement door, gave her that look. It was the look that warned her to watch her temper and her sarcasm. She directed Carl to her toilet and made use of the time to secure the basement. While he and his deputies checked her house, Maggie slipped downstairs to close the Sanctum with the washing machine knob and returned before he even flushed the toilet.

      “Check the trash and the garbage disposal too, you hear?” he ordered the officers.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Maggie stood by, playing with the ball of wool, for once holding her tongue. She watched them fumbling through her stores and cupboards, still feeling nervous about Carl’s stone-cold approach. He would not hesitate to cuff her and take her in for questioning again and she dreaded that happening again, so she elected to behave and look as innocent as she was.

      By the time they were done searching the Corey property, Bramble was napping soundly in the window by the basement door. One of the deputies had gone down there, but obviously found nothing to be reported after Maggie had closed the Sanctum entrance.

      Carl dismissed his deputies, but remained behind. He was satisfied that there was no trace of nightshade on the entire property.

      “Happy?” she asked.

      “Quite,” he answered.

      “You know, Carl, I hate it when you treat me like a criminal, bringing all your little soldiers in here to assert your position,” she admitted, but Carl just shook his head, negating her assumption.

      Carl sighed, once again talking to her in a more personal manner. His warm brown eyes melted into amity, now that his people had left.

      “Did it ever occur to you that I brought them here to help me search so that I have witnesses to the effect?” he asked her.

      “How do you mean?” she asked.

      “Maybe now that they personally searched the place they will back me up when I try to defend your innocence, Maggie. Had I come here alone it would be my word alone, but now I have two deputies who know that we could not find any nightshade berries on your premises,” he explained.

      Maggie had to concede that it was true. It would be an ironclad way to prove that she was innocent, as far as witnesses were concerned.

      “Now I feel bad for ripping you about that,” she admitted.

      He scoffed and smiled. “Look, I understand why you have trust issues, and believe me, I do not enjoy talking to you in official terms, but it is my job and you need to get rid of that huge chip on your shoulder, young lady.”

      “I know, but as you said, I have good reason to suspect everyone of trying to bury me,” she retorted.

      “But does that mean you have to think the worst of the few who have never intended to hurt you? Maggie, I am so sorry that I threw you in jail a few weeks ago, but it was my job and the evidence was there. I need you to understand that my job forces me to suspect you on a legal basis. My personal feelings or opinions are of no consequence when the authorities and the law calls for me to pursue whoever appears guilty.”

      “Appears guilty,” she reiterated.

      “That’s my point,” he argued. “Until we can prove otherwise, right now, who would you say looks guilty in this whole string of affairs? Who, Maggie?”

      Her chin sank. “Me.”

      “That’s right,” he answered. “Now, I have a good gut when it comes to perpetrators, and I believe that you are innocent, but according to the evidence, the circumstances and my profession, right now, you are the prime suspect. For lack of another word, you are the main suspect because there is literally no alternative with so many common denominators.”

      “I get that,” she replied calmly, “but with my aunt’s murder case I was also your only suspect and it all seemed cut and dried, remember?”

      “I know. I apologized for that as well, didn’t I?” he reasoned.

      “Yes, but maybe you should consider that something similar is happening here again this time,” Maggie suggested. “With my aunt’s murder, it was my own sleuthing that saved me from the noose, so to speak.”

      Carl recalled the matter and how Maggie had to find the killer herself, almost costing her her life. What she said, was absolutely true.

      “From a more serious point of view, you will remain the principal suspect until I can prove who did this otherwise,” he told her. “I tell you what. Do it again. Help me find the evidence to implicate the real poisoner. Do that in the next forty-eight hours or I will have to take you in, Maggie. They are calling for your arrest. Don’t make me have to act like a dick again.”

      “Far be it from me to accept my fate if it could possibly make you look like a dick, sheriff,” she teased.

      “You know what I mean,” he said awkwardly. “Find me some evidence in the next two days or else I will have to jail you until this case is settled.”

      Maggie was terrified of the prospects if she could not find out who was at the bottom of this, but she had to agree, and she did.
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      After Carl’s shift concluded, he offered to meet up with Maggie in her kitchen to see if they could brainstorm about the strange circumstances. The sheriff of Hope’s Crossing brought some beer and pizza and made a visit of it, with underlying mystery-solving agenda.

      “Great. Hops and vegetables,” Bramble complained to his witch when Carl put his bounty on the table and excused himself to take a leak.

      “Vegetables?” she gasped. “It’s seafood pizza.”

      “With olives and spinach—vegetables,” he impressed in his most snobbish tone.

      “Oh, Bramble, I have catnip, if that will please you to silence?” she grinned.

      Bramble stared at her, opening his mouth, but making no sound to prove that he would do anything for catnip. Maggie laughed as she gave it to him in the lounge corner and she put Scarface on the laptop player for him to binge on. It was one of her cat’s favorite movies, but too harsh for Maggie’s more comedic sensibilities.

      “Hey! Scarface!” Carl cheered as he emerged from the corridor on his way to the kitchen.

      “You like that stuff?” she asked, opening a beer.

      “Of course! What gun-toting cop doesn’t like a good action movie?” he smiled.

      “Okay, well, now I know a little more about you,” she jested.

      “Hey, you are the one playing it on your computer. Why do you have a movie you don’t like?” he challenged her.

      “My cat likes it,” she sighed casually. As Carl raised his eyebrow in quizzical wonder, she just waved it off. “Don’t ask.”

      Carl roared with laughter, watching the black cat enjoy his catnip and roll on the floor in front of the movie.

      “Well, I must confess, I had no idea felines had good taste in movies,” he laughed, shaking his head and taking a swig of his beer.

      “Where is Nellie?” Maggie asked as she cut the pizza.

      “Staying over at a friend’s house for the night,” he replied.

      “And you spend it chasing suspects … even with beer and pizza,” she remarked with mock pity. Carl smiled at the pretty cook who was serving the pizza on antique porcelain plates. She was fascinating when she was not accused of murder or fighting like a banshee.

      “Hey, chasing bad guys is fun in the company of a sassy lady,” he shrugged and drank his beer like a movie star cowboy. It was a hidden side of Carl Maggie truly enjoyed.

      “Ooh, was that a compliment?” she asked. “Or a flirtation?”

      Carl realized that he had gotten carried away, and briskly cleared his throat, trying to retract the intensity of his compliment. “No, no. Jeez, would I spoil a perfectly good brainstorming session? Nope.”

      “Pity, for once I thought you’d pulled that stick from your ass, officer,” Maggie laughed.

      She was surprised to hear him laugh along, since she was taking a dangerous chance at teasing the very man without whom she would be in jail at least every week.

      “Just because the stick is temporarily removed does not mean we have to slack, right?” he tactfully turned the conversation to a more serious tone.

      “You’re right,” Maggie agreed. Most of the zest in her concession came from her desperation not to be arrested, though. “I have the list here that I told you about. See? I made a list of everyone who came into the shop that day, apart from the odd tourist that came in without buying anything or eating from my cookie plate.”

      “Ha! Eating from your cookie plate! Ha!” Bramble growled from the lounge with a vulgar laugh. Maggie tossed a slipper at her cat while Carl was scanning through the list, but the cat kept laughing.

      “High as a kite,” Maggie whispered with a smile as she watched Bramble giggling.

      “I think we can eliminate these few as you said they all came in before the victims, right?” Carl suddenly asked, prompting Maggie back to business. “Okay, the suspect would have to have added the cookies before any of the victims came in. That means we are left with these people—Bella, Aubrey, Anna …”

      “All right, but here is the thing,” Maggie interrupted, leaning on the table to point out. “Bella never ate any of the cookies.”

      “Anna was there, though, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah, but though she could have grabbed some, she is not sick at all. How do you explain that?” she countered.

      “That is very weird, I’ll give you that,” he conceded. “Much as I wrack my brain on some chronological event line that could help us trace the exact time that the poisoned cookies could have been added, I can’t. We have the people, but we can’t get the switch down.”

      “I know, right?” Maggie agreed. “That is what I have been struggling to make sense of too.”

      Carl looked at Maggie, biting his bottom lip. “I am going to have to speak to Bella and find out when she had any cookies, if any, otherwise we will be back to square one.”
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      By Monday, Maggie’s old nightmare seemed to have resurfaced. After a few hours at the shop, she realized that something was different.

      “Bramble, have you noticed how quiet it is today?” she asked, walking to the front doors of her shop to look out into the street.

      “Aren’t you grateful, though?” he asked. “You were complaining about the riffraff that came into your shop.”

      “That was one group,” she reminded him. “One group from New Jersey. That is kind of par for the course, actually. I was grateful that they left. I didn’t mean that I want everyone to leave … for days!”

      “It is not even lunch yet, my dear. Give it time. It is Monday, after all. Most people are still recovering from the weekend and just want to get through work today, I’m sure,” he tried to comfort her. He stretched out and sighed as his eyes closed.

      Maggie did not agree about his casual dismissal. People in the street were no less than usual, but by now, usually someone would have entered her shop by now. Even the annoying window shoppers had not shown up.

      “I don’t trust this,” she whispered. “My gut says that something is amiss, although I am not sure what I am on about. It just … feels different. Not just the shop being quiet, but people in general seem to cross the road instead of passing the storefront. Have you noticed?”

      But Bramble noticed nothing. He was snoring away from her chair cushion. Maggie was left to speculate by herself whether her instincts were on point, but she did not mind leaving him to snooze. Some people who walked by across the street stared at her, which was not peculiar. Maggie had striking blue eyes and fiery, beautiful long tresses. She was a stunner and she was used to people, especially boys and men, staring at her in a trance of awe. Two young women and a very attractive middle-aged man. Their eyes were fixed on Maggie.

      She smiled and lifted her hand to wave, but the girls lifted their middle fingers at her and laughed. The man just shook his head with an expression of contempt at Maggie and walked off with his two daughters.

      “Did you see that?” she hissed at Bramble. “I cannot believe what I just saw!”

      “Now what?” he yawned.

      “Those people just flipped me the bird, Bramble!” she cried in astonishment, but Bramble had no idea what that was about until Maggie showed him.

      “Oh … that,” he nodded. “Nasty.”

      “Some people are just pigs,” she moaned, fixing her braid before closing up the shop for the evening. “Are you coming to the supermarket with me? I have to run an errand for that old lady, Mary, from the house down the street, remember?”

      “Nah, I’ll be hopping home, love,” Bramble decided. “You can do your Florence Nightshade … sorry, Nightingale routine alone today.”

      Maggie winced at him. “Oh very funny, you insensitive beast!”

      She could not help but laugh with him as she closed up. It was a good pun, she had to admit. Maggie had promised Mary (an old hippie she’d met through Sharon) that she would pick up some things for her. Mary’s son, who usually obliged, was off to Washington, DC, for the week, so he would not be able to shop for his mother.

      When Maggie showed up at the supermarket, there were no trolleys available. They were all inside the store, guarded by a fat oaf who simply shook his head at her when she tried to approach.

      “What do you mean?” she asked. “Why can’t we get trolleys?”

      However, when Maggie looked around, she could see a number of people walking around the aisles with trolleys.

      “Listen, pal,” she started, but a hand fell gently on her shoulder. Maggie spun around and looked into the dead-boring face of the shop manager, Roy, as his name badge indicated.

      “I suggest you leave quietly, Miss Corey,” he suggested in an even tone.

      “Why? I am here to buy groceries for Mary …”

      “I don’t care if you are here to buy groceries for Elvis, ma’am,” he sneered. “This establishment holds right of admittance and you are denied admission.”

      “Why?” she shouted. “You had better have a good reason or else I am going to have to take this to your head office, Roy!”

      “Look at how you are behaving,” he replied calmly. “Disorderly behavior permits us to throw you out. So, out you go.”

      Maggie was furious. The irrational social sanction of her first weeks in Hope’s Crossing was back. It was odd that it had all happened so suddenly once more, but she tried to console herself by thinking that there were other establishments in town. Unfortunately, she found the same treatment at the next shop. Even the smaller stores closed their doors on her.

      “My God, what a bunch of juvenile morons you are!” she snarled at the last shop owner. “Are we back in high school or something? You are behaving like children!”

      She stormed off and drove home, swearing as fast as she drove. When she arrived home, she expected a group of drones to be hurling rocks at her house or defecating on her sidewalk, but there was nobody. There was one person she could see. Sharon was irrigating her newly mowed lawn, having a smoke as she did. Maggie parked her car inside the yard, just in case, and raced over to her neighbor.

      “Sharon!” she cried. “I hope you don’t act out as well.”

      Sharon laughed. “Act out? No, doll, I am too sober for that.”

      In a town where the people changed like the weather, Sharon’s flawed, but stable personality was a cool drink of water to Maggie. She told her neighbor about the incident at the supermarket.

      “And then it happened again at the café and then again even at Chang’s! Can you believe this crap is happening again?” Maggie raved so much that her earrings flapped about in the unkempt hair at her neck.

      Sharon took a long drag on her smoke and narrowed her eyes at Maggie.

      “What? Why are you looking at me like Clint Eastwood with cramps?” Maggie persisted. Suddenly, she realized what that look meant. It was that same look that Bramble gave her while he guarded the basement door. It was a look between friends. It warned of others who did not have her best interests at heart.

      “No,” she said to Sharon. “No, are you serious? They are at it again for the same bloody reason?”

      Sharon blew out her smoke and nodded coolly.

      “But why?” Maggie wailed. She felt so defeated. “What is it about this … ?”

      She answered her own question. What was it about this town? She knew what it was the last time, so obviously she now knew what it was this time.

      “Mason,” she grunted.

      “You got it, doll,” Sharon affirmed. “But screw him, man. I love ya. Mary loves ya. Carl … um,” she hesitated. “Hey, Jesus loves ya!”

      “Piss off, Sharon,” Maggie pouted, looking absolutely miserable.

      Sharon chuckled and put her arm around Maggie, tossing the hose aside.

      “Yesterday, in church, the old bat started talking against you again,” she told Maggie. “The usual crap, you know? Of course, the sheep ate it all up, because he made it sound like he is some sort of messiah, trying to protect them and their children against the evil of Maggie Corey.”

      Maggie scoffed with Sharon.

      “Evil? Jeez, and here I am unable to bring a sickly old woman her food because of the righteous churchgoers refusing me. Yeah, that is evil as hell, right?” Maggie complained. Gasping, she suddenly realized. “Oh damn, Sharon! How is Mary going to get her groceries now?”

      “No worries, babe,” Sharon soothed her. “You might be the devil around here, but I am the dumb fat girl, remember? Nobody would ever suspect that I work for the dark forces.”

      Maggie had to liberate a giggle that she could not resist. Sharon laughed with her, rubbing her plump hand hard up and down poor Maggie’s sensitive upper arms. It was such a sweet and endearing gesture that she could never tell Sharon that it was very painful.

      “You are a godsend,” Maggie said, kissing her neighbor on the cheek.

      “What a fine choice of words,” Sharon teased. “Don’t fret, doll. I’ll take care of the errands while you get this sorted out. Besides, I need some purpose. I tell ya, I have been feeling very low lately, even after I fixed up my garden. Seems to be my church visit. For some reason, hint hint, I always feel my morale is lowest when I come back from church. It just don’t feel right there, more than usual.”

      “Maybe you should stop going,” Maggie winked. “Aunt Clara’s one recipe book has a quaint anecdote somewhere that says we should discontinue habits that make us feel bad.”

      “But church is necessary to help us keep a check on our souls,” Sharon defended weakly, not really looking like she even believed herself.

      Maggie leaned in and whispered in her ear. “How does your soul feel after church every Sunday? Just run that one by me again?”

      Sharon knew that her friend had a point. Reluctantly, she answered, “Yes, but how else am I supposed to know if I am a good person?”

      “Look in the mirror, Sharon. Look at all the people who hate you,” Maggie suggested mysteriously.

      Sharon gasped at the harsh words. “Nobody hates me. I am not significant, really, but I know nobody hates me.”

      Maggie smiled and hugged Sharon. “Exactly. You are obviously a good person if so many people like you, silly. And you are far from insignificant. After all, I don’t think anyone can say that about you, especially me and old Mary. Look at what you are doing for us. You are literally saving us from starvation.”

      Maggie knew that she was laying it on a bit thick with the dramatic statements, but she could see her adorably morally demure neighbor change gears in her head. Sharon was so easy to influence, both a good and a disastrous trait at the same time, but she was kind by nature and Maggie had to let her see that.

      “You don’t need a religion to make you a good person, Sharon,” she impressed upon her again. Maggie’s eyes looked over the street where the townspeople wandered about their business, many of them part of her latest sanction. “Especially in Hope’s Crossing, religion is the poison in our souls.”

      “I hate to admit this, but I have to agree. Since poor Clara lived here already, it felt wrong what they were doing, how they treated her, supposed church people. They were supposed to be good people, you know? Makes sense what you think,” Sharon rambled, her eyes frozen on one of the flowerbeds as she pondered aloud. “I mean, Reverend Mason is not only preaching against you as a scourge here, he actively demanded that Sheriff Walden imprison you.”

      “What?” Maggie gasped. “Again? He is at it again?”

      Sharon nodded and then shook her head in hopelessness. “I wish he would just keep to his duty and tend to those who actually need guidance.”

      Maggie was hurt and furious by the revelation. She pursed her lips and sneered, “I think guidance is the last thing he should be entrusted with, damned coot! The only guidance he offers is how to feed his ego and treat his congregation as his foot soldiers to spread his hatred.”

      Sharon looked at Maggie sympathetically, holding her hand, but she had nothing to say that would negate Maggie’s opinion.

      “Well, I have news for him. I am not leaving my home to satisfy his ego. In fact, I will stay in Hope’s Crossing even just to piss him off,” Maggie grinned, but her smile was void of humor.

      Sharon chuckled. “Oh my God, this is going to be good!”

      Maggie’s mind was racing as fast as her heart now, but she felt an odd sense of strength come from her ignited rage. Sharon was going to do her shopping for the foreseeable future while she had other precautions to take.

      “See you later, Sharon. I have arrangements to make,” Maggie smirked, but she was angry inside.

      “Okay, love! I’ll pick up your grocery list in a bit,” Sharon promised as Maggie walked over to her house.

      “Thanks, Sharon,” she smiled and waved.

      When Maggie got back home, she sought out her cat as a matter of urgency. She was not going to take any chances with the baleful vicar again, even while she was intending to report this to the sheriff.

      “Bramble, I need you to help strengthen the wards on the house, please,” she told the big black cat when she found him lazing on the bed.

      “Made more friends?” he asked.

      “Bramble. Please,” she reiterated and he could see that she was in no mood to play around. “Just do as I ask, please. I don’t want to leave anything to chance, excuse the pun.”

      “Ha! I get it. Chance, the surname of your last detractor we had to protect the house from. Nice one,” he chuckled and bounded off the bed.

      Maggie already had her phone in her hand.

      “Carl?” she said when he picked up.

      “Bit busy here, Maggie,” he said quickly.

      “I know. I just need to inform you of what Sharon told me. She says that Reverend Mason has been demanding you lock me up, sheriff. Is that true? Is that why you have been sniffing around for evidence?” she asked abruptly.

      Sheriff Walden was in no mood to be grilled and so he stopped her sentence with a retort.

      “I told you why I needed to find no evidence on your property, Maggie. I told you so many times that I think there is more to this, and now you keep badgering me about this witch hunt? You know what you have to do to solve this matter. I promise, I will talk to you as soon as I can, but for now, I am very busy,” he excused himself and hung up.

      “Good God,” she panted nervously. “A witch hunt, he says. Just like that. A witch hunt.”
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      After Maggie and Bramble secured the house and shop, the property, and even her car in the driveway, for good measure, she sat down for a pot of ginger and rosehip tea. It was a combination she had not tried before, but since she was shaking things up in her life, she figured it would only lend to her intent.

      Bramble had his catnip, so he was terrible company, leaving Maggie to attempt relaxing while her thoughts and feelings ran amuck inside her.

      Hopefully the tea will calm me down, she thought, but within an instant, that ever-present counter-advocate voiced her opinion. Better if we had weed. Do a proper job. Hey! Why don’t we use the greenhouse to cultivate …

      “No,” she uttered loudly, almost wanting to smile about the thought. After all, she was a kitchen witch now and herbs were her specialty; it would hardly be strange if she grew the weed in her greenhouse. However, Maggie reckoned that she was already in enough trouble as it was.

      Bramble came in, licking his lips. “What are you ‘no’-ing about then?”

      She shrugged and started to giggle, for the moment forgetting her toils.

      “Hey, Bramble, can you imagine Reverend Bastard lit?” she chuckled.

      “Lit?” he asked, not familiar with the term.

      “You know, high, like, stoned,” she snickered.

      She expected some admonishment, but instead Bramble burst out laughing, looking far too partial to the idea. His green eyes glinted with mischief.

      “Hey, let’s do that. Let’s bake some brownies and leave them at the potluck. No! No! Sunday breakfast for the old bat, just before church service!” he suggested as they howled with laughter at the thought of the prim and conservative preacher stoned on the pulpit.

      For the first time in a long while, Maggie forgot about all her problems and squealed with laughter at all the images in her mind. Bramble’s caterwauling almost dimmed her chortle and snorts as they imagined the hilarity.

      “Wow, sounds like I am interrupting something really good here,” she suddenly heard Sheriff Walden say from the open doorway. Maggie jumped and Bramble promptly let out an innocent meow to settle things.

      “You know, one day you will frighten me to death, sheriff,” she gasped.

      He smiled awkwardly. “I’m sorry. I just heard you laughing. I would love to know what made you laugh so hard, unless it is personal.”

      “Personal? Um, no,” she answered in short gasps of giggles, wiping the tears from her eyes. “But illegal, maybe.”

      His face perked up and his brown eyes widened. “Illegal? Now I have to know, being sheriff and all, you know.”

      Maggie explained the scenario to him and hoped that he had a sense of humor.

      “ … so I was just thinking what he would look like without that stick up his ass,” she finally added.

      Carl smiled, disappointing Maggie’s expectation that he might have a naughty streak somewhere in his rigid personality. Suddenly he erupted in a fit of laughter at the notion, restoring her faith in his humor.

      “Oh my God! That is so funny!” he scoffed and sniggered.

      “I know, right?” Maggie laughed.

      Carl’s face suddenly returned to his rigid and serious expression. “You aren’t actually growing weed, are you, Miss Corey?”

      Maggie’s heart stopped. “No!” she replied quickly. “No, of course not.”

      Carl started laughing. “Just kidding! You should see your face, Maggie. Oh sweet Mary, you almost fainted just then.”

      “That is not funny, sheriff,” she smiled in embarrassment and threw a cushion at him.

      He cleared his throat. “Um, I am here because I thought we could go and see Bella, you know? See what she can tell us, perhaps? I have some time right now, if you want to go?”

      “Totally! Yes, I have been meaning to go and see her, especially now that I have to find the culprit in the next day or be incarcerated … .again,” she explained, not looking directly at him. “I can’t have that again.”

      Carl sighed, feeling perpetually bad about that time, but apparently unable to shake it off. He waited for Maggie to get her keys and put on her sneakers before they finally set off to the hospital to see Bella Mayweather.

      It was halfway through evening visiting hours when Sheriff Carl Walden and the town pariah walked into the polished hallway of the second floor where Bella’s room was. The smell of bleach and fresh linen filled their noses as they walked from the landing of the stairs and down the corridor that was filled with staff and visitors with flowers and gifts of chocolate and fruit juice. Maggie had brought some of her famous homemade soap and an embroidered handkerchief with some wildflowers.

      “Nice gift,” Carl remarked while they walked.

      “Thanks,” Maggie smiled. “I made sure I did not bring anything that could poison the poor girl.”

      Carl chuckled at her sarcasm, but their attention was quickly diverged by an angry whispering that soon escalated to a full-fledged argument. Ahead of them, the lobby, nurse’s station, and waiting area were in the middle of Floor 2’s stretch of hallway, with rooms to either side of it. Bella’s room was past the waiting area and nurse’s desk, but the way was obstructed by two figures locked in a quarrel.

      “Who is that?” Maggie asked Carl, but he only shrugged and shook his head.

      Although they could hardly hear anything at first, Maggie and Carl pretended to be chatting in the waiting area so as not to disrupt the dispute between Anna and the tall young African American man they did not know.

      “You did something and I am going to find out what,” he hissed at her.

      “Don’t you dare talk down to me like that, David!” she snapped. “It is because of you that she ended up here, that she almost died in that car accident! Why don’t you just take the hint and get the hell out of Bella’s life?”

      His face was ashen and stiff with anger. “Yeah, of course you would blame everything on me to get the attention off you and your miserable intentions, hey? Well guess what, you don’t fool me, Anna. Not me. I know you did something to her, you vindictive cow! Just like you did to your husband when he got in your way.”

      “What?” she shrieked. “You have some cheek to insinuate that. What do you know, drug dealer? For all I know, you got Bella hooked on that crap and that is why she almost paid with her life! You caused her to drive intoxicated! You will not be allowed to see my daughter.”

      “Really?” he snarled. “Watch me!”

      He started toward Bella’s room, but Anna jumped in front of him.

      “I swear to God, David,” she spat angrily, “I will …”

      “You will what, Anna?” he challenged her. “What will you do? Poison me?”

      Anna slapped him across the face, her lips pursed and her eyes bulging with anger.

      “Hey! Hey!” Carl shouted, making his way over to the two with Maggie on his heels. “What is going on here?”

      The two rambled and shouted incoherently until Carl separated them.

      “You, I’ll talk to in a minute,” Carl ordered David and pushed him aside. With his other hand, he gently pulled Anna into a nearby vacant examination room. “Come, Anna, tell me everything.”

      Just as he pulled her into the room, Carl briefly glanced at Maggie to cue her on his distraction of Anna. This facilitated Maggie’s moment to find out what David was talking about. The young man was livid, upset, and almost in tears.

      Maggie did not peg him for a drug dealer, as Anna insinuated. If he were such, he was hiding it very well under his rather nerdy outfit and well-groomed exterior. His glasses looked expensive, as did his Omega Speedmaster wristwatch. If he was a drug dealer, Maggie reckoned he was a very refined and educated thug. However, her gut told her that it was all hogwash from an angry and overprotective mother.

      He paced around in one place, unable to calm down, but Maggie used the opportunity.

      “Hey, hi, um, David?” she smiled.

      “Hey,” his short answer came purely out of propriety.

      “I’m Maggie,” she added, but he could not care less about who she was until she revealed the magic words, “I am a friend of Bella’s.”

      “You are?” he asked quickly, sniffling. “I have to see her. There is something very wrong and I have to protect her.”

      “Why?” Maggie inquired, trying to look as casual as possible.

      “That,” he winced, staring at the closed door behind which Carl had taken Anna, “that witch did something to my Bella.”

      “Witch?” Maggie inadvertently uttered, thinking she was onto something, but he just shrugged.

      “You know,” he said, “witch. Bitch, Cow. Hateful woman. She hates me and I hate her right back. She is dangerous.”

      “Oh, so not … an actual witch,” Maggie persisted in a distracted tone.

      He pulled a face. “Of course not,” he scoffed. “Witches don’t exist. I’m a student engineer. I don’t fall for superstitions.”

      “Oh good,” Maggie replied, raising her eyebrow, shadowing her relief.

      “Can you help me get in to see Bella? Um, Maggie?” he asked, looking desperately exhausted. “I rushed over here from Boston when I heard that she was in that accident.”

      “You were in Boston?” Maggie asked.

      “I have a scholarship at MIT. Was there on a course last week and I had to leave Bella alone with her mother and now look what happened,” he lamented.

      “Listen, don’t worry. Let’s go see her while the sheriff is talking to Anna. What do you say?” Maggie smiled, determined to get to Bella while helping David to see his girlfriend.

      Stealing down the remainder of the hallway, David and Maggie scouted for Bella’s room in hopes of finding her well.
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      When Maggie found Bella’s room, she shot one more glance about the hallway to make sure the door to the examination room was still securely drawn.

      “Here, David, here,” she said, motioning to Bella’s room.

      In the bustling of visiting hours, many people passed the room and Maggie ushered David on among them. He slipped in and Maggie followed with her gifts and a big smile. The room was rather bland, considering it was supposed to be the most modern hospital in Hope’s Crossing. Although the walls were a depressing, deathly white, lacking any adornments to cheer, the bedding was pastel green and pink. Maggie could not help but think how much Sharon or Aubrey would love this room—one for the pastels and the other for the pink hue.

      “Oh baby!” David cooed when he saw Bella.

      “Dave? Oh my God! Dave?” she beamed through her weak and pallid demeanor. “Oh baby, I was wondering if you’d come.”

      “I did my best to get in earlier, but I was …” he looked at Maggie, “um, held up. Don’t worry Bell-Bell, I’m here now.”

      “Hey, Bella,” Maggie smiled. “I brought you some soap and a hanky I picked up from Jenny’s. She is so good at needlepoint and I thought you would like this.”

      “Aw, thank you, Miss Corey … Maggie,” Bella said amicably with what her weak chest allowed her. Her neck was in a brace and she was connected to two IVs that dangled over her pale little frame like dark clouds. Her skin, although always light, was cold and wan and it only made her big brown eyes look more anxious in their hollowed cavities.

      David was worried sick. He could see that she had already lost considerable weight since she had been admitted and she was already a petite girl. Unlike other twenty-two-year-olds, Bella was not some busty, leggy type, but an intelligent and ambitious beauty who fueled his ambitions in turn. It was hard to see the woman he loved confined and in such pain, almost as if her dwindling and weak flame had extinguished the roaring fire in his aspirations. He had to save her.

      “I’ll just be outside,” Maggie said softly. “Give y’all some time alone, okay?”

      “Thanks, Maggie,” they both smiled in unison.

      She stole out to the corridor to keep a vigil for the two young lovers, but as she watched people of all ages traverse the floor, Maggie could not help but see some of her detractors. It was hard for her to keep her cool when she laid eyes on the supermarket manager who threw her out. For a brief second, Maggie’s natural urges came out and she hoped that he would soon end up in one of these rooms too. Much as she chastised herself for thinking such horrid things, Maggie could not lie to herself. Sometimes, like any normal person being persecuted, she wished that some awful thing would befall those who bullied and lied about her.

      As she looked at the other people, those she did not recognize, she wondered if they even knew the disdain that abounded in Hope’s Crossing. They looked unaffected, uncaring about the emotional climate in town that dominated her life, and she envied them for their oblivion. Maybe, if she was normal, she would also be oblivious, she thought. After all, it was her heritage, her bloodline, and her nature that brought out the wolves in Reverend Mason’s sheep. The irony of it was astounding.

      If there was a way she could deny her nature, and un-witch, would she? Maggie thought long and hard about that, but at all ends of the rope, she could not imagine ever un-witching. Unexpectedly, it had given her life so much more meaning, meaning that came along with all the trouble. That alone made it worthwhile.

      That very witchy nature, Maggie’s aptitude for gut feeling beyond the norm, warned her of something nasty to come. It jolted her out of her contemplation and she started looking left and right to see if there was anything unusual—and there was.

      “Oh crap,” she whispered when she spied Anna coming down the hallway from the examination room. She quickly snuck back into Bella’s room where the two lovers were locked in an embrace while holding hands.

      “Um, guys, I hate to break this up,” she said hastily, but David already read her face.

      “Anna?” he asked.

      Maggie nodded and she heard the two say their goodbyes while she checked for Anna’s progress through the crowded hallway. Fortunately, there were a lot of children in the corridor and they blocked Anna’s way, slowing her down.

      “Come! Come, David,” she whispered hard.

      He quickly followed her out and into the group of people standing one door away, while Anna completed her wading through the bouncing brats in her path. She did not even notice Maggie and David, although her sharp gaze and seeking narrow eyes were evidence that she was looking for any trace of David, her nemesis.

      “Did she see us?” he asked softly.

      “Nope, don’t think so,” Maggie answered as she gripped his skinny arm and pulled him away from Bella’s side of the corridor.

      They made their way to the waiting room, watching Anna enter her daughter’s room.

      “Phew, that was close,” he sighed. “Then again, what would she have done if she found us? What could she do? Nothing.”

      Maggie liked David’s defiant spirit. It reminded her of her own. She only regretted not having time to question Bella while she could. For now, all she had in the way of information was poor David. Little did he know he was about to meet Maggie’s persistent and racing mentality.

      “David, what did you mean by those things you said to Anna?” she inquired outright. “I was going to ask Bella, but we had no time to spare and I really need to know.”

      “Why?” he asked casually.

      Maggie realized only then that of course the young man did not know about her trouble in this town. He had no idea who she was or what tied her to Bella’s accident.

      Hey, tell him you’re a witch, being hunted by a vindictive pastor, and you’re his bitch, so he keeps framing you for murder, her nasty inner voice mocked her. Let’s see if he believes in witches then.

      Maggie shrugged off the true, but absurdly callous idea in her head and put on her most harmless face.

      “I’m just concerned. Just like you,” she started. “Bella is a good customer and friend of mine and if her mother did anything to hurt her, of course I want to know about it.” Her sneaky smarts fueled her lame excuse. “After all, who is going to look out for Bella while you are in Boston, huh?”

      That got David. It got his attention and it certainly got his allegiance. Maggie was secretly patting herself on the back for her good choice of words. For once, she did not speak out of turn or lose reason to her temper. For once, she did not spook someone with her wild theories. Yet.
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      David looked around nervously, fidgeting at his belt. He leaned forward to the smaller Maggie to speak under his breath.

      “Look, I am not afraid of Anna, but just for the sake of peace, I would rather we talk somewhere else,” he said.

      Maggie understood. After all, had Carl not broken up the argument, it might well have turned into an altercation, what with the slapping and all. She nodded and gestured for David to come with her. Carl was chatting to Nurse Hayworth at the nurse’s station and gave Maggie a quick motion of his head so that she would know to carry on.

      “We can go to the cafeteria, if you want, David,” Maggie suggested. “I doubt Anna would go down there. The food sucks.”

      David laughed. “Yeah, I know, right? For someone so small, she eats like a machine. Jeez, I once saw her scarf down a whole apple pie in one sitting. She certainly has a sweet tooth.”

      He winced a lot when talking about Anna’s habit and Maggie reckoned that it was a sign of something more deep-seated. The young man was laughing while he said it, yet he looked like a man who had just tasted earwax.

      “A sweet tooth, huh?” Maggie nodded as they sat down at a window table. The remnants of the previous meal were still evident in the smudges and crumbs, but it was the only table open during visiting hours. “She sure loved my cookies at my shop. I have an herbal shop. I keep free cookies on my counter for patrons.”

      “Really? Funny, since she is a bit of a baker as well,” he revealed. “Loves to bake bread and cake and such. That just shows you how greedy she is, Maggie. She can bake just fine herself but then she eats your cookies as well? Typical.”

      David scoffed, unaware that he was giving away a lot more than he had meant to. Maggie was very intrigued at the information goldmine in baggy jeans in front of her.

      “So she bakes as well, does she?” Maggie pried.

      “Yep, probably the only thing that woman is good for,” he muttered. Instantly, David looked apologetic. “I mean, I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound like an ass, but we really don’t get along.”

      “Oh, no apology needed, David,” she assured him. “I am beginning to understand your frustration with her. After all, I had never imagined that she would resort to physical aggression like that. How’s your cheek?”

      “Fine, thanks, Maggie,” he shrugged it off. “She weighs about four pounds. Not much punch to that.”

      Maggie laughed heartily, but she was desperate to ask the things she really wanted to know without letting David feel pressured.

      “By the way, about what we were talking about,” she started. “What was that all about? You really think she did something to cause Bella’s accident?”

      “And then some, but nobody will believe what a cruel and manipulative woman she is. After all, her skinny ass sits all sanctimoniously in church every Sunday. Sorry if you are religious,” he apologized to Maggie.

      “Oh no, my dear David, please,” she scoffed and sniggered. “No need. I am not a church person at all.”

      “Good,” he sighed. “I really struggle with all that, being a top-line student engineer, scientist, you know?” He smiled coyly, not meaning to brag. Just a little, perhaps.

      “I agree with that. I’m a …” she suddenly realized what she was about to say and practically slapped her hand on her mouth.

      “What? You’re a what?” he pressed, looking very interested.

      Maggie grinned. “Um, I’m a pagan,” she said, hoping it was scientifically acceptable to the top MIT student.

      “Oh all right. Got some of those at my college, along with mainly atheists,” he declared. Maggie feared that he would digress again, but David was adamant about conveying his discontent. “But she is a very bad seed, that Anna. I am convinced,” he said, leaning forward on the table to lower his voice, “that she killed Bella’s father.”

      “How come?” Maggie asked. “How did he die?”

      “Guess. Car accident. Sound familiar?” he grunted.

      “And you think she was behind it?” Maggie wanted to know without looking too excited that she was getting some background she could actually use.

      “Absolutely. Look, Bella’s father was,” he hesitated, “a violent brute with a serious alcohol problem, you know what I mean?”

      Maggie nodded as he continued.

      “This guy treated Bella like some possession, like she was good for nothing except to bring him his beer so that he could belittle her in front of his pals,” David sneered. “Drunk narcissist, obsessed with dominating his wife and daughter while he slurred and threatened them physically and verbally every single day.”

      “It almost makes me feel sorry for Anna,” Maggie mentioned.

      “I would have thought so too, but when he died from,” David gestured inverted commas, “driving under the influence, he was so well known as a drunk that the coroner never even bothered to do more than a blood alcohol test. Never bothered with a tox screen to pick up on any underlying causes, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know,” she affirmed, recalling how selective the law had been the last time she was accused of murdering her aunt and Bettina. “I know how they can overlook the important things based on hearsay.”

      “Exactly. Before you feel sorry for Anna, though, after his death she proved to be every bit as abusive as he was,” David elucidated. “My Bella is super smart, Maggie.”

      “Oh, that I know,” Maggie agreed. “She is very intelligent.”

      “Bella is not only smart enough for college, but she has been desperate to enroll, but that … that woman … keeps her home, subjugated like a slave, to keep Bella from making anything of her life. Keeping her from being with me, being happy.”

      “That is so not cool,” Maggie said, shaking her head, and she meant it. Her marriage had been equally confining and emotionally abusive. Her ex-husband had never wanted her to achieve things and excel, only if it served him. That all too familiar psychology was prevalent and she knew exactly what that felt like.

      “Yeah, man, she hates how independent Bella is and she constantly tries to control everything Bella does, even coercing her to break up with me,” he complained, growing even more upset as he rid his heart of everything.

      “I don’t think she will break up with you, David,” Maggie assured him. “I saw the way her eyes lit up when she saw you in there.”

      “I know, right?” he beamed suddenly, but his smile lasted only for a moment. “She refuses to break up with me, which only makes Anna more spiteful on a daily basis.”

      “You think this is why she did something to Bella?” Maggie frowned.

      “Of course!” he exclaimed. “Bella was on her way to Boston, to live with me, when her accident happened, Maggie. Coincidence? Hell no. She was poisoned. Like her daddy.”

      Maggie’s mouth was agape in astonishment. All this time, she’d thought the poisoning was some cheap way to frame her for murder to get her out of town. All this time, she’d been blaming the malicious preacher, not realizing that this was not about her at all. Like the final click in a safe dial, the door to the mystery unlocked and opened to the real motive behind the poisoning. It had merely been a tactic to use Maggie, the town outlaw, as a convenient patsy, a scapegoat to distract from the true reason—a single targeted murder.

      “My God,” Maggie gasped. “It wasn’t an accident. It was a hit.”

      David did not respond directly, but his expression said it all. That was what upset him the most, that nobody cared to look deeper. However, he was elated that he’d found someone like Maggie, someone who listened. At least she listened and she even made her own conclusions on the matter. Perhaps, he thought, he had indeed garnered an ally.

      Maggie saw Carl entering the cafeteria, looking around. She raised her arm to signal him.

      “Listen, David, I will talk to you soon. My shop is called Corey’s Herbs and Simples, in case you need me, okay? I have to get back,” she informed him.

      “No problem, Maggie,” he smiled as he shook her hand, “it was great to meet you, and I mean literally great. So good to know someone is on our side.”

      Maggie was on their side. They had no idea how this new information had made an ally of her, now that she knew that it was not about her after all … much.
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      On the way home, Sheriff Walden and Maggie were comparing notes. The night had fallen and they were both exhausted, but the two needed to exchange information in order to narrow down their facts for a modus operandi, although they both already felt suspicious of Anna. Maggie, especially, felt that there was more to the skinny church rat’s intentions and the new angle on her daughter’s relationship only gave the accusation more punch.

      “That was a close call,” he sighed. “I am convinced that Anna was ready to actually attack that kid.”

      “Tempestuous nature of a mother,” Maggie remarked. “I remember when I started dating Gareth, my ex, how my mother turned into a harpy every time she would see him. Of course, I thought she was just possessive and didn’t want me to be happy.”

      “Yep, we are always blind to the truth until we get a lash of that whip,” Carl agreed. “But in this case, I don’t think the mother is the good guardian, protecting her daughter. Just my instinct.”

      “I agree with you, you know?” Maggie said. “Even before what David told me about Bella’s background and family toils, I just felt that Anna was a bit too evasive every time I tried to speak to her. Hell, we both know it was not because she is supposedly reserved in nature. That woman is hiding something.”

      “On the other hand, as a cop, I have learned not to put a full stop behind that sentence before I have all the facts and evidence. Sometimes, both parties are wicked people and you have to keep reminding yourself that perhaps both had a reason to turn on the other,” Carl reasoned, turning his police vehicle onto the main road on the way to Maggie’s house.

      The night was clear and the wind had died. Many people were strolling along the sidewalks and through the parks, even at this hour of the night. Maggie watched lovers walk hand in hand and again she was drawn back to David.

      “I think David’s intentions are pure, I really do, Carl,” she said. “His concerns are all for Bella, not even for himself, and he gets really emotional about it. Men don’t get emotional unless they genuinely feel afraid for someone.”

      Carl turned his head and looked at her with a witty expression. “Yeah, I know. I am one, remember?”

      Maggie chuckled. “That is not what I meant. This guy is really worried for Bella. If he was at all a shady guy, I don’t think he would be so protective, so adamant to keep Bella away from her mother.”

      “I get that, but like I said, sometimes people are really good actors and we have to consider the fact that he might be trying to take Bella from her mother’s care after all. We can’t just go on pure psychological judgment all the time,” he argued with a shrug. Then he looked at Maggie with a tenderness only seen between friends. “Having said that, I have learned to trust your gut feeling every time.”

      Maggie smiled. “Good. Look, I never claim to be right each time, but two things are true about me. I do have an affinity for wearing freaky aprons and I do have an aptitude for deduction.”

      Carl laughed. “Both true! Both true!”

      “You spoke to Anna for quite a while in there, though. Anything of help?” she asked.

      Carl cocked his head to the side as he recalled the conversation.

      “Anna claims that she brought cookies home from your shop and gave some to Bella as a treat, even though she didn’t have any herself,” he informed Maggie.

      “That’s funny,” she snapped quickly, “that she would not have any when usually we have to hide the bloody plate from her to leave some for the other customers.”

      Carl opened his mouth to respond, but Maggie was quicker in her snide reply.

      “Not to mention that she hovered for hours and never took a single cookie off that plate,” Maggie added with a bossy, waving index finger.

      “How do you know? Do you count your cookies every few minutes?” he smirked, but Maggie was not amused.

      “Carl, several people took from that batch. By the number of people that had cookies before Bella came in, I’d say the amount hardly lessened. If she really took some home after the trucker and Aubrey, then she must be a wizard or something,” Maggie ranted, hoping he would not pay attention to the magic reference, “because she would have to have created cookies from a practically empty plate. I know that because I was getting worried that we would run out before lunchtime.”

      Carl looked ahead of him, but thought his eyes were on the road, his mind was trying to put it all together. Finally, he said, “She also claims that she did take a bite in the shop, but the cookies tasted strange.”

      “That’s rich,” Maggie scoffed, “considering she would taste something off and then still somehow proceed to feed it to her daughter. That in itself is suspicious, don’t you think? Even her lies make her look guilty.”

      Carl had to concede that she had a valid point. Why would Anna not eat the cookies after tasting that something was wrong, but still give some to Bella? He agreed with Maggie. Anna was beginning to look a little devious, especially with that bitchy behavior she’d displayed at the hospital. Not the work of a mature mind.

      He nodded. “What did you find out about the boyfriend?”

      “MIT choice student in Boston. Twenty-three years old. Got his ducks in a row, by the looks of his expensive watch and worn shoe soles,” she reported. “Hard worker with a brain. Loves Bella intensely and I could see the feeling is mutual when they were together. None of that hoochie, childish crush crap either. This was genuine closeness.”

      She proceeded to tell Carl everything David told her about Bella’s emotionally abusive mother, the late father who was a dominant monster, and how David wanted to take Bella away from Anna’s severe subjugation.

      “I mean, she keeps Bella at home with her while all that girl wants to do is enroll at a college to better her life, Carl,” Maggie said, shaking her head. “Coincidentally, she was on her way to join David in Boston when this supposed accident happened.”

      “Wait, you’re saying …” he tried, but Maggie never allowed any interruptions while she was making a point. Besides, she was using her best Sherlock Holmes exposition voice.

      “So … here is the clincher,” she continued adamantly. “Daddy died in a disturbingly similar car accident scenario and David thinks he knows that Anna poisoned her husband.”

      “They would have seen that on the tox screen, Maggie,” he finally managed to finish a sentence.

      “The coroner didn’t bother with anything more than a blood alcohol test because Bella’s father was a well-known alcoholic with a temper and some really bad bar habits,” Maggie rambled, feeling very sure of herself. “How do you like that? Seems every time someone pisses Anna off, they end up poisoned and gift-wrapped in a pretty bow of twisted metal.”

      Carl realized that Maggie was correct in her assumption. There was just too much pointing to Anna Mayweather. However, Maggie was still under public fire and he would need to provide some irrefutable evidence, if not catch the mousy blonde woman in the act of feeding someone a spoonful of strychnine.
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      Bramble was running up and down the corridor, the patter of his paws sounding through Maggie’s dreams as she overslept. After the daunting inquisition she’d performed the day before, she felt she was due a nice nap, but the nap turned into a slumber of note. Perhaps it was all the new trouble she was confronted with or maybe she was just tired from the dandelion wine she’d finished before plopping down on top of her duvet.

      The pitter-patter of soft paws on the wooden floor of the long corridor made blunt thumps that disturbed her sleep. It sounded like a rolling cannonball through the mists of her subconscious and she finally woke up with a deep scowl.

      “Bramble! What the hell, man!” she moaned, holding her head.

      The black feline darted up and down the stairs and hallway before stopping at her doorway. He gave Maggie one look and jumped up on her bed.

      “I’m sorry, my dear, but sometimes I just gotta do that,” he apologized, out of breath. “God knows why we cats do that, but it is an urge, like the lure of a sandbox … or boxes in general, actually,” he muttered dreamily.

      “Okay, okay, so you long for a dash every now and then, but jeez, can’t you do that while I am out?” she frowned.

      He shrugged. “It comes when it comes.”

      “Great, like the sandbox thing,” she sniffed, trying in vain to tame her unkempt hair with her fingers. Maggie listened to the outside world beyond her lace curtains. It was light outside. Very light. “Bramble, what is the time?”

      Upon discovering just how late she was, Maggie whirled through the house to do all the morning stuff, hastily brushing her teeth and braiding her long red hair with careless hands. Cussing about the rain outside and how she was going to be late, Maggie gradually managed to get everything ready while Bramble looked on.

      “I know, I know,” she told him. “I promise I will make you that pot roast and jelly beans you have been asking for. Just let me get the morning behind me.”

      “Sour jelly beans,” he corrected her. “And if you promise, I will settle for the remaining cheesecake in the fridge as breakfast.” He marched off, tail erect. “You’re welcome.”

      Maggie had to chuckle at his rather nonchalant display of annoyance, but she was grateful for the reprieve. She had been slacking in her tributes to her familiar and she was lucky that he was such a patient creature. In a rush, she slipped on her sneakers and tights and grabbed a hoodie that did not match anything she was wearing. In the black tights, Maggie’s contours were practically perfect, showing off her past work in the gym when she’d briefly entertained her love for power lifting and martial arts.

      “You staying home today?” she asked Bramble.

      “Aye! Not feeling this weather. Besides, there is a Chuck Norris movie on at 10,” he sniggered, his rough tongue combing his paw.

      “Oh God, Chuck Norris?” she chuckled. “Are you stuck in the eighties?”

      “My dear, I am so old that I have lost count of silly decades. I just enjoy a good overdone ass-kicking every now and then,” he explained.

      “Me too, my friend, me too,” she smiled just as she left the house. On the porch, she surveyed the weather. It was drizzling, but incessantly enough to make a thorough impact on Hope’s Crossing. Diamond droplets formed on the edges of branches and leaves, quickly replaced by the next as the trees wept. Maggie breathed in the divine smell of the muddy flowerbeds as she rounded the property to the shopfront on the main road’s side.

      As she unlocked the door and opened it, a figure appeared from the sidewalk on the opposite side of the road. Maggie stepped inside, wiping her wet shoes on the mat so as to avoid trudging muddy wetness all over her wooden floor. She did not realize how briskly the figure was moving towards her front doors and before she knew it, the man was inside her shop.

      Maggie gasped when she saw the baseball bat in his hands. It was the assistant manager of the supermarket where she had been refused patronage, but his face was distorted in rage and confusion—if that could be construed as a viable combination. Yet, there he was, swinging at her shelves.

      “What the hell do you think you are doing? Are you crazy?” Maggie shrieked as he started smashing shells and incense holders, knocking stuff off her counter and even taking a swing at her when she tried to obstruct him.

      “You don’t want to listen, do you, bitch?” he seethed in a thundering voice. “We don’t want the likes of you in our town. Are you stupid or just spiteful?”

      “Mainly spiteful, you jerk!” she shouted, shoving him back from her counter, but he was sturdy at a robust two hundred and forty pounds. “I left all the stupid for you!”

      Knocking the bat out of his hands, Maggie grabbed her phone and sank down behind her counter while the raging maniac kept barking incoherent insults. She called the sheriff.

      “Sheriff Walden! I need you to send someone out to my shop immediately! I am being attacked!” she panted in panic.

      “By whom?” the sheriff asked.

      “I don’t know! Some asshole from the supermarket! How should I know who he is? Just get here now, please!” she babbled in a shriek.

      The attacker heard her call and suddenly took off down the street. He did not even bother taking his bat with him, which was good evidence with fingerprints. Maggie used a hanky to pick up the bat and set it down on her damaged counter.

      “You really are stupid,” she scoffed. Maggie sighed at the realization that nothing would probably come of it, as always. He would probably get away with a rap on the knuckles for being such a loyal church sycophant. Maggie gasped. “That’s it!”

      Her heart was hammering the inside of her chest as she called another number. Sheriff Walden was usually quick in responding to emergencies, even though he hardly had enough manpower to be everywhere when needed. However, while she waited she decided that she had had enough—again.

      “Hello? May I speak with Mr. Ledbetter, please?” she implored, her voice still fraught with anger and hopelessness. It was a call she hoped she would never have to make, but here she was, as her barrister had predicted. She would need him again.

      “Miss Corey,” his crooked old voice sounded clear. “How can I help?”

      Maggie tried to calm down to match his tone, but her hands were trembling and her heart raced.

      “Master Ledbetter, I-I … I am so … upset,” she gasped.

      “Deep breaths, my dear,” he replied in his deep, ancient voice. “Tell me what you need.”

      “I n-need? I need … I need a goddamn lawsuit lodged against this … this,” she took a deep breath. “I need to sue Reverend Mason! I am done with this crap!”

      There was an extended pause on the side of the barrister, almost too long. Maggie began to worry that her Dracula lawyer would, like most people, recoil from crossing the disdainful reverend of Hope’s Crossing. She was relieved when he agreed to prepare a lawsuit against the town clergyman and even more delighted to hear that Master Ledbetter sounded deliberate and full of conviction that he could secure a solid case.

      “Let me start on that, my dear Miss Corey,” he said at the end of the brief conversation. “We shall be in touch as soon as I have something prepared for you to peruse.”

      “Thank you, Master Ledbetter! Thank you so much,” she said in her quivery voice, a great deal calmer than she had been when she’d made the call. “I really appreciate this.”

      “It is what you pay us for, Miss Corey. No thanks needed. I shall be in touch,” he said plainly before disconnecting the call.

      “Good God, he might just be Dracula, that man,” she sighed, her mouth dry and her heart still restless from the altercation and the generally crappy morning she had suffered. Maggie hastened to make herself some chamomile tea, hoping it would bring her some tranquility, but honestly, at this point, she felt as if not even an anesthetic could calm her down.

      With her hands locked around her teacup, she rested her elbows on her knees and sank her chin. Maggie scrutinized the minute little particles of the brew in her cup, trying to meditate herself into a better mood, but she could not achieve anything close to serenity. In her head, her thoughts raced through incidents and insults that all molded into a melting pot of hatred; Hope’s Crossing hatred. The purest form of judgment and vilification she had ever seen.

      Sometimes she wondered if Hope’s Crossing was not perhaps some evil landmark where some demon fell from the sky and infested the town with malice. Maggie was not sure what it was that she felt, but her gut told her that this town was not normal by any stretch. Something lay underneath it. Something that had lived there long before people came. Something was steering things toward her and she was almost certain that it was attracted to her because of her name and her blood.

      “Sorry I am a bit tardy, Maggie,” Sheriff Walden suddenly spoke, startling Maggie into a jump.

      “Oh my God, sheriff, my heart is not going to make it through this day,” she whined.

      Carl Walden stood in the door of the shop, his giant frame blocking out a good deal of the light as he marveled at the sight. The store products were strewn about, some things were shattered on the floor, and a baseball bat decorated Maggie’s counter.

      “Good thing you could chase him off with that,” he mentioned.

      “No, he brought that with him, sheriff,” she explained furiously. “He had the audacity, no, the intention to come here and damage my property! This is his bat and it has his fingerprints on it too!”

      Sheriff Walden and his deputy took Maggie’s statement and bagged the bat. She noticed that Carl was now bringing a deputy or two, as much as he could not really spare any, with him on every official call to her to make sure that he had another witness. While his deputy waited in the car, Carl looked around the shop with a sympathetic expression.

      “I’m so sorry, Maggie, really,” he said. “I am going to try my best to get this guy fired from his job and slap some serious probation or community service on him.”

      “Thanks, sheriff, but I would have preferred if we nailed this bastard for assault. He swung at me too,” she sighed.

      “I get that,” he replied casually, “but for an assault charge we would need evidence that you were physically attacked. No bruises, cuts, broken bones … no case.”

      “Yeah, I’m not at all surprised,” she scoffed. “But see what you can do. You know best.”

      “Finally we agree on something,” he teased, and Maggie had to give in to her birthing smile at the big, rugged teddy-bear cop’s humor. “On another note, I thought you should know …”

      “No, not more bad news?” she pleaded like a whiny teenager.

      “Afraid so,” he shrugged. “Bella’s condition has worsened since we were there last.”

      “No! How?” Maggie gasped.

      “Doctor says she fell back into her unconscious state after her mother was there to visit. They think she deteriorated because of some resistance to treatment, but I think you know what I think,” he told Maggie.

      “No shit!” she said. “I know exactly what you think and I agree with that presumption.”

      “I have asked one of my detective friends to just keep an eye around the hospital during visiting hours, although the guy also doesn’t have a lot of free time to babysit, you know?” he informed Maggie.

      She nodded. “Maybe he will be able to act in time if something bad happens, at least,” she sighed, her bright blue eyes scanning the damage in her shop. “I am really worried about Bella.”

      “Me too,” he nodded.

      “What if her mother tries to actively harm her now that David is in the picture, talking to us and so on? I am seriously worried that Anna will try to finish the job this time.”
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      After the shameful incident at Corey’s Herbs and Simples, the town was bustling with the news that the supermarket employee was going to get more than a rap on the knuckles for damage of property and assault charges. Maggie was proving that she was sick and tired of the townspeople and their continued animosity towards her. Another source of great gossip in town, of course, was the lawsuit against Reverend Mason. The church’s congregation was hit hard especially. They were appalled by the news that their esteemed spiritual guide and leader had been so disrespectfully accused of spearheading crime and it only provoked more rage against Maggie.

      “How is that ice cream?” David asked Maggie as they sat on the park bench outside the ice cream shop. People inside the shop leered at the two. They could not refuse David any service. Besides, they’d had no idea he was affiliated with the town pariah until he bought two chocolate cones and gave one to Maggie.

      “Extra delicious, knowing that they are watching,” she sneered with a smirk. “Yep, look at this delicious ice cream, people, that you made for me. Yum-yum!” she mocked them, cone aloft in her hand in a salute that would better suit a middle finger.

      Disgruntled at the sight of her victory, the staff and patrons angrily turned away and carried on with their business. David laughed and Maggie winked at him as she lapped up the melting ice cream that threatened to meander onto her hand.

      “Thanks, David,” she said.

      “No worries, Miss Maggie,” he grinned. “Nothing pleases me more than helping the underdog win the fight. I know the feeling. Trust me. I hate bullies. So as long as Sheriff Walden ain’t around to protect you, I will do the honors.”

      “You are the best,” she beamed, but in her heart, she felt sick for the division and hostility in the town.

      Her lawyer was, by reputation, a formidable opponent in court. His age was never mentioned by anyone who discussed him. Everywhere, where she found references from his former and current clients, Master Ledbetter was known for his unchallenged skill and knowledge in litigation of all variations. Maggie found it peculiar that the man did not specialize, yet won every case he entered into, whether it was criminal law, business-related cases, or civil. She trusted that he would have her back against the church and its snakes, even given that the church in Hope’s Crossing was unusually rich in finances and resources alike.

      “Will you be in Hope’s Crossing this week?” she asked.

      ‘Yeah, of course,” he nodded. “Now with Bella back in a coma, there is no way I am leaving here before she is better, so that I can take her away from these sharks.”

      “Good,” Maggie replied. “I am worried for her every day.”

      “You and me both, Maggie,” he admitted. “Now that Anna gets to just walk into Bella’s room in visiting hours, I am ten times more nervous what she is up to. I am telling you, I will resort to physical violence if that woman harms a hair on my Bell-Bell’s head.”

      “That is certain,” Maggie said as she slurped up the ice cream from the bottom of the broken cone. She wished that she could offer her services as a witch to help David save Bella, but she knew that such a revelation would almost certainly cause a rift between her and David. Not only did he not believe in witches, but there was a chance that such an admission could lose her his trust altogether.

      “Where to next, Miss Maggie?” he asked when she was done with her cone. He called her ‘Miss Maggie’ to play on Driving Miss Daisy when he’d first offered to shuttle her about town that morning. It was endearing and quite hilarious for his new friend.

      “To my house, Hoke, thank you,” she played along.

      David drove her home, where Maggie found Bramble covered in catnip, looking decidedly satisfied with life.

      “Look, I bought the roast!” she smiled at her adorable familiar as she emptied the groceries onto the table. “Just as I promised.”

      “Why, Maggie, you are a saint,” he purred, leaping into her arms for a good cuddle.

      “What have you been doing all day?” she asked, but then she looked around at the mess. “Never mind. I can see.”

      “Good to see you have not been harmed by the angry mob,” he mentioned. “I was rather worried for your safety after that debacle in the shop. I was looking out the window for billows of smoke and pitchforks.”

      “Ha. Ha,” she replied as she put the roast into the oven tray and switched on the oven. “David has offered to ferry me wherever I need to go while the town is insane.”

      “Could be of service for quite a while, then. Does he know that?” Bramble jested.

      “Oh, he is aware of how twisted and deluded this town can be,” she affirmed.

      Her phone rang. Maggie had her hands full with the meat and spices, so she pressed the speaker option on her phone to converse while she was working.

      “Hello?” she said, lifting the tray onto the grill.

      “You have some nerve, Margaret Corey,” the stern, usually calm voice of Reverend Mason badgered her ears, but he spoke harder than normal. “How dare you challenge me, a pillar of this community long before you were even born?”

      Bramble hissed.

      “And shut that demonic beast of yours up before I test how many lives a cat really has,” he added. “Nobody, but nobody, challenges me. Do you hear me? I will make sure you regret the day you were born, nay, the day your kind infested this town, more like!”

      “Your threats do not work on me, you old cur!” she snapped back. “Newsflash, this is not Salem during the Pilgrim times, reverend. This is the here and now and the women you and your religion so happily exterminated have left daughters behind and we are pissed!”

      “Spoken like a true heretic and whore,” he snarled. “Aren’t you ashamed to be the devil’s concubine so openly? If I were you, I would hang myself before I found out what a mistake I have made.”

      “The only mistake you made was to cross me, you hypocrite!” she cackled now, unafraid of anything he threw at her. “I have had enough of you and your lackeys. If you have a bone to pick, why don’t you fight your own fights, Mason? Huh? You afraid of a woman? Just like your ancestors who feared women so much that you created an entire dogma to create the lie that we are inferior to you.”

      “Stop blaspheming, in the name of God, you wretch!” he shouted, but his voice shivered and his nerves sounded timid.

      “You are an embarrassment to God, Reverend Mason, and I am going to make sure your oblivious followers watch you lose,” Maggie sneered. “Just like your boyfriend who tried to attack me in my shop. He is making new friends in jail as we speak, so maybe you have to find a new lackey to do what you don’t have the balls to do yourself.”

      “You will never get away with this!” he stammered now, but Maggie was far from done.

      “With what, protecting myself? Exposing you for what you are? An opportunist and coward, capitalizing on an incident that did not have anything to do with either of us until you wormed your way into it? That is all you are. A worm in the decay of your old, dying religion of fools!”

      The beaten reverend spluttered and hanged up without another retort.

      Bramble recoiled and looked on in amusement. “Damn girl!”

      “Maggie, one. Reverend Bastard, zero,” she winked while her heart still pounded madly.

      Maggie wanted to give Bramble a high five, but she was in the moment. It was the first time that she inherently felt no remorse, fear, or respect during a verbal fight and she was proud of herself. When she’d first come to Hope’s Crossing, she’d believed the lies of her ex and her former best friend—that she was inadequate and timid. Now she had become strong and although she was still not enjoying the discord, she felt that she could handle what she needed to.

      “If there was ever a reason to tread in the dark arts for a good curse, that brute is it,” Bramble mentioned.

      “You know, Bramble,” she exhaled deeply, feeling the vengeance grip her, “I feel I am becoming more and more partial to such taboos.”
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      Hope’s Crossing was entering the middle of summer and all over town, businesses prepared for a higher influx of tourists than usual. As Hope’s Crossing was predominantly reliant on the tourism trade, this was where the money was. The town council went out of their way to accommodate this principle. It organized more cultural gatherings and advertisements for street markets were plastered on lampposts and bulletin boards at all the B&Bs and hotels. Bright colors and evening buskers filled the streets at night, while in the day, many people passed through Hope’s Crossing on their way to Salem.

      Most of these were families on a trip or Goths from Europe, wanting to see Salem and some of its infamous haunts. Historians and paranormal investigators peeled out of their hiding places and eagerly discussed the macabre and brutal history of Salem’s witch trials.

      Many of those people frequented Corey’s Herbs and Simples and Maggie made a killing—so to speak—with her cozy shop and the free cookies she was known for. People bought her soaps, her candles, wind chimes, and herbs with a fresh-faced fascination she welcomed. They held no grudges. They wielded no judgment. For Maggie, it was good for a change to speak to people who did not know her.

      “Did you know that there are still witches alive and well today, thriving in society, unbeknownst to the community?” someone said while looking at some of Maggie’s jellies.

      “I know, right?” her friend answered while Maggie was kneeling behind the counter to stock some freshly packaged products. “Salem is still full of them, but I read that a lot of old families moved to surrounding towns.” She giggled excitedly. “There might even be witches here in Hope’s Crossing!”

      “We’ll know when we see one,” the other young lady bragged. “Takes one to know one, you know.”

      “Lucy, you’re a Wiccan, for God’s sake,” her friend scoffed. “That’s not a real witch.”

      “Am too!” the adolescent wannabe insisted. “Wicca is white witchcraft for good people.”

      From behind Maggie, Bramble wailed in a roaring laugh that made her smile. “Ha! Good people. Ha-ha! White witchcraft!”

      Maggie rose to her feet, her wild red hair in the familiar braid she wore over her shoulder. The two girls jumped at her sudden appearance and then laughed awkwardly. They were astonished by the shopkeeper’s natural beauty, her striking blue eyes, and her small, but strong body. What mesmerized them, though, was her glare. Deliberately, Maggie used her will and focus to stare at the two hipsters from California. She could tell by their accents and general delusion that they came from out west.

      “Hey,” she said evenly, her eyes pinning them under a snide smirk that Maggie loved to use to unsettle people during arguments. “Blessed Be.”

      They gasped and giggled again, flushing at the peculiar wiles of the stunner they could not classify.

      “Um, hi,” the one smiled. She raised a bottle of dandelion wine and cocked her head like a bimbo. “Is this vegan? Like, is it organic and stuff?”

      Maggie maintained her mystery as she leaned on the counter to address the girl.

      “My darling, that is distilled from pure mountain water and secret ingredients plucked right from the sacred patch up on Hecate Hill,” she winked, “if you know what I mean.”

      One shoved the other and whispered, “Hecate, dude. The mother of witches. It’s natural and magical, I bet.”

      “Oh absolutely,” Maggie affirmed. “In this organic, natural wine, there is a secret ingredient from a … friend … in Salem. An ingredient that, shall we say, gives the imbiber the ability to use their third eye.”

      “Laying it on a bit thick, aren’t we?” Bramble teased.

      With open mouths, the girls looked at the bottle. Then they looked at the big black cat that meowed loudly from Maggie’s chair and the imagery of him only strengthened their gullibility.

      “Buy it, Luce,” the one girl told her friend.

      “How much? We’ll take the whole lot,” Lucy the gullible beamed at Maggie.

      “Wow!” Bramble said, sniggering. “For once, propaganda works in your favor, hey?”

      “Have a nice day. Merry Part,” Maggie purred, watching the girls stagger out of the shop in silent reverence and excitement.

      “My God, that was almost shamefully easy,” Maggie said, shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Yep,” Bramble agreed. “The power of suggestion and a little confidence … been driving religion and other scams for centuries.”

      Maggie laughed, counting her money, her ‘ill-gotten gains’ off the foolhardy young ones. She was having quite a bit of fun these last two days since this type of tourist had begun to visit her store. Many of her patrons, however, were genuinely interested in her products and they made for pleasant conversation, something Maggie had forgotten.

      But this was just temporary. Maggie could feel the tension in Hope’s Crossing, most of it directed at her, especially after her tiff with Reverend Mason. She knew that he would not take such a shot without some retaliation, even if it was just more of his poisonous sermons. In her bones, she could feel the atmosphere rot underneath the pretty ribbons and colors that lied to the tourists. There was a sense of apprehension about the place of late and Maggie’s tummy tied in knots at the unknown punishment that was no doubt due.

      “Um, Maggie, we need more milk at home. Just letting you know,” Bramble said, as he lapped up the last herbal tea in his bowl.

      “I know, Bramble. I have just not heard from Sharon or David yet and I don’t want to be pushy, you know?” she explained.

      “I understand, my dear,” he replied.

      “Come to think of it, I haven’t heard from Sharon at all and I asked her last night to if she could pick up some coconut oil,” Maggie mentioned, frowning. “I’ll give her a call.”

      Maggie tried Sharon’s cell-phone number, which went to voicemail, but she refrained from badgering her neighbor with voice messages. She called Sharon’s landline, which rang for what seemed to last an eternity, but to no avail.

      “Oh my God, if she left me too, I am screwed,” Maggie mumbled.

      “How do you mean, leave you?” her cat asked.

      Maggie shrugged and sighed, “Well, I noticed that Mary was a bit distant when I last spoke to her. It looked like she was trying to avoid me, but I hope I’m wrong.”

      “Perhaps you are just a little paranoid, dearest,” he tried to comfort her.

      “Perhaps,” Maggie nodded, yet she was convinced that her instinct was right.

      Mary had been pretending she was not home, while Sharon’s house was equally dark and quiet, save for the stirring of the odd curtain. Maggie knew those signs. She had used such tactics herself before, when the trouble with her former husband started getting to be too much. Maggie Corey was not easily fooled as it was, and even less by what she had deduced about the situation with her reputation.

      On the other side of town, Sheriff Walden was getting more and more frustrated. He was speaking to the district attorney about obtaining a search warrant for Anna’s house. Carl was determined to find out if she was hiding the infamous nightshade somewhere in her kitchen.

      “Listen, Carl, you know I want to help you,” the district attorney said on the phone, “but we have to go through the proper channels.”

      “Meaning what, Bill?” Carl sigh. “You know what I told you, so cut the bullshit and tell me why we can’t get this warrant before someone else gets hurt.”

      “I told you before, we need more evidence, circumstantial or concrete. The bottom line is that we cannot cry reasonable doubt or get legal permission to issue that warrant. Bring me something I can use, something to cover both our asses,” the district attorney explained sympathetically.

      Carl noticed that his old habit of inadvertently clenching his fists had returned. He felt so defeated by the legal pathways of his job and it drove him crazy.

      “I genuinely have only what I gave you, Bill. There is no legal accommodation for accurate gut feeling, but I tell you, this delay in red tape could cost someone’s life,” Carl complained.

      “Believe me, Carl, I am well aware of that. Look, let me see what I can do to get the judge softened up for some sort of concession, all right?” the district attorney finally decided. “I can’t promise anything, though.”

      “Hey, anything. Anything you can arrange would help at this point,” Carl babbled, slightly relieved that the conversation had yielded some kind of compromise after all.

      Carl sat back in his chair and breathed out a long sigh while his eyes studied the ceiling. He was convinced that Maggie Corey was innocent again, but he had to tread carefully. The authorities of Hope’s Crossing, those whom he served, would frown upon his tardiness at throwing Maggie back in jail. He was torn between her and his job, but one thing was certain; he would not desert his friendship with the pretty woman in Clara’s big old house.

      By now, Carl and David were the only friends she had left. His warm brown eyes fell on a picture of his Nellie, his main reason for holding on in this miserable world of unfairness and injustice he could not remedy. Carl realized that he was smiling at the portrait of his little girl.

      “Good to know I can still smile, hey, Muffin?” he remarked to the picture in the white hum of his office lights.
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        * * *

      

      At Hope’s Crossing Medical Center, Bella Mayweather had come out of her recent coma. Nurse Hayworth and the staff were elated at the young woman’s recovery, although she was still quite frail. At one point, the doctor and his staff had held out very little hope for the petite brown-eyed girl with the strong spirit, but they were delighted to be wrong.

      “No way. I refuse to see her. End of story,” Bella told the doctor.

      “Miss Mayweather, she is your mother,” he tried to reason, but she shook her head vehemently. “You cannot refuse her visitation.”

      Defiantly, she stared at him. “I just did.”

      He had no choice but to concede to his patient’s wishes. After all, she was an adult and she had every right to make her own decisions. It was not his place to interfere with family feuds, but he understood. Being a medical professional did not dampen his aptitude for common sense. The last time Mrs. Mayweather had visited her daughter, the girl’s health had rapidly and drastically deteriorated. The good doctor was not one to jump to conclusions, but the hostility between mother and daughter was hardly surreptitious.

      “Bella, she is right outside in the waiting area,” he said, attempting to change her mind for the sake of propriety.

      “I don’t give a damn if she is on fire, Dr. Smith,” Bella snapped, “I do not want to see her. Make her leave.”

      Without another word, he turned on his heel to leave. A nurse peeked into the room as the doctor reached the door.

      “Excuse me, Miss Mayweather; you have a call from someone called Maggie? Will you accept the call or shall I tell her you’re sleeping?” she asked the patient.

      The doctor scoffed. “Well, looks like you already have my staff convinced to screen your visitors.”

      “Thank you, Nurse Helen,” Bella smiled, “I’ll take her call.”

      The nurse disappeared along with the reluctant doctor and Bella’s room phone rang.

      “Hey, Bella!” Maggie greeted through the line. “I am so glad you are back in the land of the conscious again. How do you feel?”

      “Much. Much better, thanks Maggie,” Bella replied.

      “I tried your cell phone but got no response and I hate leaving voice messages. They are so impersonal, ya know?” Maggie chuckled.

      “Oh yeah, I switched off my phone. Pisses me off that I had to, because now I can’t talk to David, but my mother has been badgering me on the cell, so I had to switch it off,” Bella complained.

      “Aw, hon, I’m sorry,” Maggie cooed. “Anything I can do to help fix things?”

      “No. Nope. No, thanks,” Bella replied resolutely. She could not impress enough upon people how much she did not want to see or reconcile with her mother. “Besides, I’m leaving town as soon as I am discharged.”

      “Where are you going?” Maggie asked.

      “David and I are leaving for Boston. I am moving in with him and that’s that. I have spent way too much time being obedient to a tyrant, Maggie. I stayed simply out of respect for my mother, but she has crossed the line. I have lost all respect for her and I am going to be with David so that I can get a life, you know. Get some purpose with someone I love. No more moral terrorism and emotional abuse,” the young woman rambled.

      “I totally agree, love,” Maggie replied. “Do what makes you happy, sweetheart. That is all that matters in life. Take it from an elder.”

      Bella and Maggie laughed.

      “You are no elder, you silly goose,” Bella told Maggie.

      “Incidentally,” Maggie said, “have you told Anna about this plan of yours?”

      “I did,” Bella affirmed. “I told her and she went into one of her silent rages, but I don’t care. The silent treatment is great. Then at least she shuts her Hitler mouth.”

      “That would be a lot more peaceful, I’m sure,” Maggie agreed, but she was worried about Anna’s new frame of mind now that she knew that Bella and David planned to flee her claws.
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      Three days later, Maggie and David were in the attic of her house, where she was taking him on a tour of the house. He was fascinated by the architecture of the place.

      “Looks like a Gothic/Victorian crossbreed,” David remarked as he ran his hand gently over the intricate carvings in the wooden doorframes. “Remarkable workmanship. Who built this house, Maggie? Do you know?”

      She shrugged, leaning against the wall. “No idea, but it has been in my family for many …” she glanced at Bramble, “many decades.”

      “I like the smell of your house,” he smiled. “All the cookies, biscuits, roasts, herbs, and flowers. It is almost magical.”

      Bramble chuckled, but Maggie only nodded with interest, trying to keep a straight face.

      “You aren’t worried about my dangerous cookies?” she jested.

      David threw his head back and laughed; he sank his hands into his pockets and shook his head. “Oh hell yeah, I forgot. Your cookies are laced. Maybe I should send Shaun Heart to your shop.”

      “Shaun Heart?” she asked, amused.

      “Man, that dude makes my life a living hell,” he explained rather zealously.

      “More than Anna does?” Bramble mumbled in the background.

      “Why?” Maggie asked her guest.

      David paced along the wall, running his fingertips over the motif as he elucidated about his own nemesis.

      “Some cholo at MIT who keeps making comments about me being black, you know?” he introduced the brute from Boston.

      “Oh God, a racist white boy,” she sighed. “A dime a dozen, those!”

      “Nah, girl,” David chuckled. “This dude is Indian! Well, his mom is from Bangladesh, but she married some rich white dude after her husband died and moved to the United States. So Shaun is just an asshole with a trust fund his momma got pimped for.”

      Maggie and David roared with laughter at the odd story. Bramble perked up, listening, and then took a patter down the hallway while the two chuckled.

      “So how does he get to you like that? Sounds like he is the one you can make fun of if he acts up, right?” Maggie sniggered.

      “I know, right?” he agreed. “But,” David sighed, “he has influence on the board, you know, via stepdaddy. Takes a lot of opportunities from me, special treatment, even if my practicals are next to perfect scores. Now that guy deserves one of your lethal cookies, man.”

      Maggie frowned. “You are joking, right? I mean, you do know it was not really my batch that poisoned those people.”

      He smiled and rested his hand on her upper arm. “No worries, Maggie. I’m just playin’. You know that.”

      “Good,” she exhaled. “I am beginning to feel as if everyone believes those rumors.”

      “Look, don’t worry about those fools, Maggie. I can almost promise you that Anna is behind it all and that is why I stick by you,” he assured her.

      “Thanks, David,” she smiled. “You are one of a whole group of two people who still stick with me.”

      He looked at his watch. “Damn, I have to go. I have a meeting with the bank manager to see if I can release some of my loan money ahead. Me and my Bella are going to need some extra money to get her stuff out and back to my place in Boston.”

      “I am so excited for you guys,” Maggie said, even though she was worried about the transition to come. “Let me just pack you some croissants with cream cheese I made, for your trouble.”

      “Sounds awesome,” he beamed as they descended the stairs to the kitchen.

      Maggie packed the croissants in a lunch box and handed it to him at the front door.

      “Go knock ’em dead and get the money,” she egged him on as he stepped down from the porch. “Without a balaclava, you hear?” she shouted after him.

      David laughed as he exited through the garden gate, but his laughter stopped abruptly. His face sank in anger and disbelief, but he said nothing. His chest heaved as he studied the side of his car, but Maggie could not see what he was scrutinizing.

      “Dave?” she called out from the porch. “David? What is wrong?”

      He looked up at her, his eyes aflame like that day he was fighting with Anna in the hospital hallway. Maggie hastened down to join him. When she emerged from the gate, she saw that someone had slashed the tires on his car.

      “My God!” she gasped.

      Her blue eyes looked at him apologetically, because she knew that this was not the work of some random hooligan. This had happened because David was Maggie’s friend. It had happened because of her. What bothered her most was that David did not even blame her.

      “I am so sorry, David,” she pleaded. “This is all because of me. I know why this happened. Goddamn juvenile-minded morons trying to scare you off.”

      She could see that David’s mind was considering cutting allegiance with her. Surely he could not take care of Bella and help her escape this town if their friendship with Maggie Corey was a handicap to their happiness or safety. Maggie could see his resolve falter, but she did not blame him for it.

      “Look, David, this happened because you are friends with me,” she started, thinking of a way to help him in return. “Why don’t you take my car and get to your appointment, okay?”

      At once, his face lit up somewhat, which was a welcome sight to her guilty mind.

      “Can I?” he asked.

      “Of course, dammit!” she said, ushering him on and getting the keys. “It’s the least I can do for all the chauffeuring you have been doing for me!”

      “Thanks Maggie,” David smiled weakly, still taken aback by the appalling incident. Until he could get the tires replaced at a stiff cost, Maggie offered him the use of her car. That way, he could do her errands without a hold-up while he had the use of wheels while waiting for Bella’s discharge.

      

      When he returned Maggie’s car the following day, David looked a lot happier than when he left the day before. Maggie was at the shop, ringing up something for a tourist couple, so David sat down on the ample windowsill inside the window with the shop logo on it. To amuse himself, he read the words backwards, repeatedly. His lips were moving as he read the words, but he did not speak aloud. From Maggie’s chair in the corner, Bramble watched the young man with a keen eye.

      “Hey, David, what did you say?” Maggie suddenly asked.

      David started at the sudden attention. “Oh, um, I was just …” he hesitated, “reading your shop name … backwards.”

      Maggie frowned with a smile and crossed her arms as more patrons muttered and came in to look at all her goodies.

      “Why did you read it backwards?” she asked, chuckling.

      He shrugged, “Just always do that. I have no idea why, I just always read words and then flip them backwards. A bit weird, I know.”

      “Widdershins,” she replied casually.

      “Widder-what?” he pulled a face.

      “Backwards. Actually, technically, it means to go anticlockwise or against the course of the sun across the sky,” she explained. “Just interesting that your mind feels the need to go against the grain like that.” She paused and curtsied slightly. With a wink, she said, “I like it.”

      “Potential there. He would make a good code breaker,” Bramble meowed lazily, stretching just to sell the sound to the unsuspecting mortals.

      “Cool. I thought I was just weird. I always calculate things too. When I see random numbers, I feel the urge to add or subtract them, nerd that I am,” David laughed awkwardly at himself.

      “At least you see things in more way than one, Dave. That is far more important than you will ever guess, trust me,” she assured him.

      “I see you have cookies,” he noted, watching some patrons help themselves to some.

      “I know,” she said mysteriously. “Now that Anna has not frequented my store, you know, since ‘the incident,’ I decided to put out more of my own batches. In some subliminal way, I think I am trying to prove just how harmless my batches are.”

      “Makes sense,” he agreed.

      The two had become well acquainted in their crusade against the tyranny of Hope’s Crossing and its hostile elders. Both were shunned and rebuked, which only forged their friendship even more. When the last of the tourists had left Corey’s Herbs and Simples, Maggie cashed out while David petted her big black cat.

      From behind David’s head, the afternoon sun bled over the window in sharp red that gave the young man a fiery halo. It looked almost ethereal to Maggie as she hopped onto the counter to chat. It did not take a lot of small talk to progress to what Maggie felt the need to convey to her friend.

      “I am worried for Bella, Dave,” she sighed.

      “You and me both,” he admitted.

      “I tell you, I will not be at ease until she is discharged. No, actually, I won’t rest until you are both safely in Boston,” Maggie added, wringing her slender hands between her thighs as she kicked her feet.

      “We’ll make it, Maggie. Don’t you worry. That bank manager was surprisingly forthcoming with my loan, so we have the money side covered,” he looked out the window and added, “as long as we can get away from that witch’s talons.”

      Maggie really wished that he would stop calling Anna that. She was hardly worthy of the title, but since he was a skeptic, Maggie kept her thoughts to herself.

      “That … witch … is exactly what worries me,” Maggie confessed. “If Anna poisoned Bella for trying to leave Hope’s Crossing, and then she coincidentally ends up unconscious as soon as Anna visits her in hospital, it concerns me. I mean, what do you think could happen if her mother gets to visit her again? I think Anna would do anything to prevent Bella from abandoning her.”

      David’s carefree demeanor vanished at her words. He had not considered how detrimental another visit could be.

      “You know, you are right,” he replied. “All it will take to kill Bella once and for all is one more visit! Damn, Maggie, we gotta get to the hospital! It is almost visiting hours.”

      The two jumped in Maggie’s car and drove to see Bella at the hospital. Maggie had butterflies in her stomach, expecting the worst, but she dared not entertain that thought, nor share it with David.

      “Don’t look so stressed, Maggie,” David said in amusement. “You have enough stress as it is. If Anna is there, I will lock her in the janitor’s closet, okay?”

      “I’m not afraid of Anna,” Maggie scoffed. “Jeez, seriously? I can take her with one arm tied behind my back.”

      David had a good chuckle, imagining such a scenario.

      “I bet you could, girl,” he smiled.

      “I am worried about her intentions towards Bella, not any punch she tries to throw at me,” Maggie reiterated, looking worried in the late afternoon sunlight.

      “I know, I know,” he sympathized. “Me too, but I guess we must try to think of the positive. I am not one for superstitions, but I have to tell you, when it comes to thinking about bad things, they tend to materialize. Maybe I am a bit superstitious after all. As soon as I think of negative things, or possibilities, I have this nagging worry that I am causing it, you know? You know?”

      “Oh yes, I know. Totally,” Maggie admitted, but she did not want to tell him that she was in the business of so-called superstition.

      As they pulled up to the parking lot entrance, they noticed a large group of people scrumming around the entrance of the medical institution.

      “What the hell?” David asked in a high-pitched voice, his face warped in confusion as Maggie pulled the car up to a parking spot under a tree.

      “Oh for crying out loud! Great. That is just great,” Maggie growled softly, motioning with her head toward the top step of the hospital main entrance. “The pious demon and his sheep are at it again. Only this time it looks like they found a new black sheep.”

      At the top landing of the steps, Reverend Mason and Anna Mayweather stood sentinel over the protestors and shouting bigots that served their cause without question.

      “I knew that dried-up old fart was behind this, at least in part,” Maggie sneered. With a low tone, she added. “He needs a good dose of bad magic, that one.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      David looked shocked and annoyed, but he did not know the reverend like Maggie did. He latched his hand gently around her forearm, holding her back for a moment.

      “What is this all about?” he asked her.

      Maggie looked like she was chewing her tongue, her face ashen with disdain, and he knew something personal lay there.

      “That is the son of a bitch that sits behind my constant problems in this town, Dave. He has a chip on his shoulder, a God-complex, and a really thick stick up his ass,” she informed her friend.

      “Is he a problem for Bella?” he inquired.

      “My friend, he is a problem to anyone with a will of their own, and Bella is at the top of that list. We might have to be on special alert now, you and I,” she advised David, whose grip tightened on her arm.

      He did not like the sound of all this and seeing Anna’s mousy, skinny face and bad blonde dye job only fueled his own contempt. The bald man in the long black robes and clear eyes looked menacing, almost as if he belonged in a Gothic novel, and David instantly decided to share Maggie’s distrust for him.

      As they approached slowly, David and Maggie heard Reverend Mason’s melancholic pleas in a well-woven sermon of lies, such as which he was most comfortable with.

      “Today, friends, we ask your prayers and support for a beloved member of our congregation who has lost her way,” he wailed ceremoniously.

      Reverend Mason’s eyes appeared solemn and sympathetic, but Maggie saw right through it. He clasped his hands in front of him in deference, shaking his head slowly as he continued.

      “Our dear sister Bella has once again fallen into the clutches of Satan, having lapsed into her old drug habit,” he sang miserably.

      “What the f … ?” David mouthed.

      David was livid, gasping aloud at the lies coming from the cur in the cassock. Maggie grasped his arm to hold him back, adamant to hear what he was trying to sell his sycophants this time.

      “Told ya,” she said under her breath. “Snake of Christ.”

      Anna played her best role of despondent mother, her eyes to the ground in mock-humility. It made Maggie’s blood boil, but she had to control David before he ended up on the sharp end of the stake in his ignorance of these baleful people.

      “She is but a fragile drug addict, not aware of how her habit has hurt her mother, her friends, and even her reputation in our wonderful town,” Reverend Mason kept pouring his poison. “We need her to be released to her mother, our dear Anna, and the care of the church, so that she may be afforded the chance to get her life back on track. After all, who are we if we cannot help our weaker brothers and sisters?”

      The crowd responded with cheers and nods of agreement, a sickening echo of the demented mind of a despot that had them charmed. Head of hospital staff Dr. Lyle had been trying to stop the protest. He was waving his open hands to the people to try to calm them, attempting to explain how consent worked.

      “That is not how it works,” he cried. “Miss Mayweather is of sound mind and of age. Her condition is improving vastly and by law, this protest has no effect on her wishes.”

      “Poppycock!” the preacher responded especially loudly. “The church has more power over basic legislative loopholes such as those, my dear doctor! We are responsible for Bella’s soul and we cannot have her slide back into her appalling drug habit. You might not care what happens to your patients after their bills have been paid, but we do!”

      Again, the crowd roared in unison, showing their support for their leader.

      “Listen, people, please,” the doctor tried again, now joined by his administrator. “You have to realize that this is not a moral matter. Miss Mayweather has not displayed any signs of dependence on narcotics and neither have her tests shown any proof of this accusation.”

      “Typical of the servants of Mammon,” Reverend Mason chipped in before the doctor could complete his sentence. “Money is all that matters to them, while a poor lamb of God is struggling to recover from the demon of drugs, like so many young people these days!”

      “I have had enough of this moron,” David hissed as the gullible protestors raised their fists and voices in anger at the medical staff. Things were becoming heated, just as Reverend Mason wanted, and Maggie knew this. She wanted to see the snide look that Anna no doubt sported at the successful riling, but Maggie’s eyes could not find Bella’s mother.

      “Wait! Wait, Dave, look,” Maggie urged. “Where is Anna?”

      They both scanned the people in the assembly for the skinny woman with the cowering movements and keen dark eyes, but she was nowhere to be found.

      “I don’t like this,” David told Maggie.

      “Me neither, Dave,” she agreed, checking every person and combing the parking lot briefly. “I have a really bad feeling.”

      “You don’t think … ?” he asked, but she nodded and he neglected the rest of the question as unnecessary. “Oh my God, Maggie! We have to get to Bella!”

      “Way ahead of ya!” Maggie said, pulling him along so hard that he almost lost his footing. In the background, they could hear the disgruntled jeers of the reverend’s followers, but they had to get to Bella before Anna could. Without detection, Maggie and David snuck past the onlookers and slipped into the hospital. There was no time to wait for the elevator.

      “Stairs?” he asked.

      “Um, I think this way!” Maggie said, relieved that she wore casual clothing as a rule.

      They ran toward the door at the end of the ground-floor corridor, where the fixed sign displayed stair access. Both ran up, skipping steps as they went until they reached the second- floor sign.

      “Thank God for MMA!” Maggie panted as she breached the final two steps.

      In David’s wake, she made for the nurses’ station. He was athletic and fast and made it to the duty nurse before Maggie, ranting and raving, babbling almost incoherently while the nurse tried to calm him down. When Maggie caught up with him, the nurse recognized her.

      “Miss Corey?” she said simply. “Visiting hours are in ten minutes, if you care to sit down.”

      “Hi, I’m sorry to bust in here like this, but we have to call security right now!” Maggie cried, her hand on David’s back. “We have reason to believe that Bella Mayweather is in grave danger.”

      “That bitch is going to kill her!” David shouted, almost in tears.

      Without warning, he bolted towards Bella’s room, while the duty nurse was on the phone to the security office.

      “Wait up, David! Wait for security!” Maggie called after him, but all he could think of was Bella’s safety.

      Maggie and the duty nurse rushed after him, knowing that security had been alerted, should they run into trouble. The door was shut when they reached the room, but David pushed it open effortlessly. In one movement he entered the room with Maggie and the nurse closely behind.

      Although she’d expected it, Maggie was not prepared to see Anna actually tampering with Bella’s IV. Bella had been knocked cold in order to facilitate Anna’s delivery. In her bony hand, she held a small vial of poison, administering it to the tube.

      “Get away from her, you bitch!” David yelled as he hurled himself at Anna.

      Security arrived as the young man seized the screeching skinny maniac from her daughter’s side and restrained her. His big arms clasped around her like a vise grip and David was tempted to keep squeezing. After all, such a skinny woman would be easy to snap like a twig.

      “You are lucky that I am a gentleman, you wretched old hag!” David sneered in her ear. “I would love to break every bone in your body right now.” Spitting and screaming, the hysterical Anna was heaved away by two security guards to be detained at their office until the sheriff arrived. Maggie watched in dismay and horror as Anna’s wide brown eyes bulged.

      She kept screaming, “He said it would work! He said it would work!”

      Maggie did not want to speculate, but whoever Anna was referring to in her pleas had a firm hold on her. Maggie was hell-bent on exposing this treachery, if it was the last thing she did.
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      After Anna was arrested for attempted murder, David was allowed to remain by Bella’s bedside until she was revived. He insisted. He had to know what exactly had happened before he stormed into the room and found Anna there. Bella was sleeping, but Dr. Smith and Dr. Lyle thought the young man deserved the small accolade for saving a patient’s life.

      “Be good,” Maggie winked. “Call me when I have to come and get you, okay? Bill at the repair shop said he will call you when the tires are fixed.”

      “Thanks, Maggie,” David whispered, not wanting to disturb his beloved Bell-Bell.

      “Just call me and I’ll come get you to take you to the garage,” she reiterated, glancing once more at the genuine love David had for Bella. He was holding her hand tightly, as if he feared ever letting her go again.

      By the time Maggie finally left the medical center, it was dark. The hateful preacher and his mob had dissipated and gone home.

      “Thank the gods for that,” Maggie sighed as she stepped out into the crisp summer air that permeated the parking lot and surrounding gardens. “Probably off sacrificing a firstborn son somewhere,” she scoffed.

      Maggie was relieved that Anna had been apprehended. Now she could not deter Bella from finding a life in Boston and the girl could finally find some happiness, freedom … and a bachelor’s degree. When she arrived home, Bramble was sleeping, all fours aloft as he snored in the peaceful gunfire of a Clint Eastwood movie.

      “Home sweet home,” she giggled as she closed the door and locked it for good measure.

      Through the bay window that overlooked her neighbor’s yard, she saw movement. The evening did not allow her to discern it, but soon enough, Sharon was waving from her garden. Maggie smiled and waved back, holding no grudges for the distancing and evasion of late. Sharon was not hiding from her anymore, clearly once more free to be assumed her friend. Even Mary had given Maggie a call to apologize for the way in which she had been acting, but Maggie understood.

      “I really did not mean to ignore you, my darling Maggie,” the old hippie told her on the phone. “After all you have done for me, running errands and such, I felt terrible not talking to ya.”

      “No worries, Mary,” Maggie said. “I understand why you had to do that, really. Look, it is not your fault when other people have tiffs and the town goes insane.”

      “Indeed. Insane they did go,” Mary sighed. Maggie could hear that she was blazing up a joint, speaking slower than usual.

      “Good herb?” Maggie jested.

      There was the sound of long exhalation and a short cough later, Mary answered, “Oh God, flower, this is the best strain yet. Want some? You can pick some up tomorrah.”

      “Oh, no, no,” Maggie cackled. “I’m good, thanks Mary. All yours.”

      Maggie had a remarkably relaxing evening, stroking her cat while watching eighties sitcoms. The sudden relief from the stress of worrying about Bella rendered her high in her own way and it was wonderful. Bramble pawed at her braid as she chugged back a good glass of dandelion wine.

      “Funny, isn’t it?” she said suddenly. “Just knowing that Bella is safe and that Anna cannot make any more trouble has me feeling as if I just finished a week’s worth of work.”

      “Emotional stress is far more intense than the physical, my dear Maggie,” Bramble answered. “I think, even more so, the fact that people will know you are innocent has a significant impact on your mood.”

      “That is true, you know,” she agreed. “It feels like one big long sigh out of my heart. Did you hear? Sharon reappeared and Mary is talking to me again.”

      He scoffed. “I don’t care what their initial reasons were. You don’t bail on a friend when the chips are down. You might be able to forgive them for turning their backs on you, but I refuse to see it as a small indiscretion. That was pure cowardice on their parts.”

      “It is not a big deal, Bramble. They apologized,” she said.

      “Precisely,” he retorted. “They leave you high and dry when you need them most and all it takes for you to forgive them is an obligatory apology?”

      Maggie mulled it around in her head. It had never occurred to her to see it like that, but she did not want to dampen her high spirits with accurate contemplations activating her overthinking. “I wonder if I can dare go shopping again?” she joked, trying to lighten the atmosphere again.

      By the afternoon of the following day, Maggie’s had old customers also returned. She had been exonerated again, but she felt happier about rekindled friendships than the public knowledge that she was innocent. To prove their allegiance, they all had some of her free cookies, but Bramble only looked on in disgust as he groomed himself.

      “You are much nicer than I am, Maggie. I’ll give you that,” he meowed.

      She took him in her arms and cradled him. “I am nicer than you, but don’t think me weak for welcoming back my old customers. I need the business,” she winked.

      “You know, I said to my husband, I says, ‘Maggie Corey is the salt of the earth and I feel really bad not supporting her shop,’ I told him,” Mrs. Worth babbled. She was a spoiled old woman married to a vineyard owner from Maine and Bramble could not stand her. “I am so glad we can shop here again. Oh God, I missed your velvet-kiss cupcakes and those lavender bath salts! My skin has wrinkled up since I ran out.”

      “Not the bath salts, you old prune,” Bramble cut in, but Maggie’s look reminded him that tolerance brought in more money. In turn, that money bought more catnip. “Charge her double, my dear.”

      Maggie’s customers had flooded her shop since her name was once more restored and she made a solid profit before closing up. She could even buy groceries that night, but not at the supermarket where the snide trolley boy had worked before. She vowed never to support that business again, for obvious reasons. It was almost dark when she got home from the supermarket, where strangers strolled casually past her shop and house. For once, there was nothing to feel threatened about.

      Tourists still frequented Hope’s Crossing, making the town feel merrier and bringing some outside life to mingle with the locals. Many came to stay for a few days, weeks, perhaps, but two left. They would leave forever, if they could help it. Maggie found Bella and David waiting on her porch.

      “If I never see Hope’s Crossing again, it’ll be too soon,” David said, shaking his head.

      He and Bella had come for tea and cookies at Maggie’s house on their way to Boston, but she offered them a quick dinner which they accepted.

      “Maggie, I cannot thank you enough,” Bella said, holding Maggie’s hand on the dinner table. “If you were not so concerned, almost protective, David would never have had the means to save me that day.”

      “Of course he would have,” Maggie smiled, “but I was glad I was there to help. I am a hopeless romantic, after all, and in a world full of shattered hearts I was going to do my damnedest to help a couple who actually mean what they promise each other.”

      “I am just glad to get out of here,” David smiled. “Gonna be so good to see Boston’s lights again. Bella is moving in with me and enrolling at the local college.”

      “Just so that I can get my basic credits,” she added proudly. “Then I’ll decide what to specialize in.”

      “Just make sure it isn’t toxicology,” Maggie grinned, and the two lovers laughed at the dark joke. “Stay in school. Don’t do drugs.”

      “Funny how everyone believed that I was supplying Bella with drugs,” David remarked. “People can be asses. In fact, it only proved that stereotypes are harder to break than the theory suggests.”

      “Oh, it is not the theory, my friend,” Maggie reasoned. “The problem lies in those who use stereotypes to perpetuate hatred, not in the stereotypes themselves, I think.”

      “That makes sense,” Bella affirmed. “I was thought of as some stupid, awkward girl just because I still lived with my mother, when in fact I was trapped in a situation I could not change all by myself. I think a lot of people are wrongfully judged by their situation, their heritage, race, and even their religious affiliations.” Bella’s hand caressed the pentacle engraved in the wood of the salad bowl as she tried to convey something beautifully specific to Maggie. “And all along, we are actually dying to germinate and become who we are supposed to be.”

      “Amen,” Maggie winked. “You are quite the philosopher, Bella! Maybe that could be your field of study.”

      “Maybe,” Bella nodded happily, caressing her hand.

      “Anyway, we have a long road ahead,” David announced, and Maggie packed them some delicious leftovers before they departed for Boston. The night grew quieter as everyone retired to their B&Bs and hostels, restaurants closed up just after midnight, and Hope’s Crossing settled down for the summer-night slumber of jasmine scent and wind chimes.
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      Even after being exonerated and most townspeople showing up at Corey’s Herbs and Simples to welcome Maggie back into the community, she still had some unfinished business. Her lawyer called early the next morning.

      “Miss Corey, I heard about that terrible mother-daughter business at the hospital,” the quivering, but stern voice of Master Ledbetter declared on the phone.

      “Yes, it was rather sinister, but now the townspeople know that I had nothing to do with this whole ugly thing,” Maggie replied. “That is such a relief, especially for my livelihood.”

      “I can imagine,” he replied in his eerie voice. A long pause followed, as most of the barrister’s conversations did. “Now, tell me, Miss Corey, shall I go ahead with the lawsuit against Reverend Mason? What is your wish?”

      Maggie briefly considered the factors. “I think we should not drop anything yet, Master Ledbetter. I tell you what. Give me a day or two to get back to you with a definitive answer. Would that be all right?”

      “Of course,” he said. “It is, after all, what you pay us for.”

      Maggie was fascinated by the rigid and antique attorney. He had a fondness for using certain terms, making it feel as if he was part of some organization that served Maggie, instead of being just a legal office following orders. She loved it, though, and found it amusing and endearing.

      However, his call did remind her of something she had still not settled, even though the poisoning case was practically binned. She recalled how Reverend Mason had insulted her, ignited hate and sanction towards her, and sided with a murderess—something that would have cost young Bella her life.

      “Hey, Bramble,” Maggie smiled, “social media or local television?”

      Bramble circled three times, murmuring some made-up invocation, and then he looked up at Maggie. “Why choose?”

      Maggie beamed. “I thought you’d say that. Let’s hit him from all sides again.”

      With that, Maggie notified the local television channel and newspapers about a very interesting story she had to share. Once she briefed the media on the latest scandal to surface from Hope’s Crossing, they ate out of her palm. It was a delicious tidbit, following so closely on the previous instance where the town patriarch and church leader had orchestrated a wrongful arrest. By now, people had become familiar with the quaint little town with its constant scandals. On social media, groups sprang up relating to ‘Hope’s Crossing—the New Salem.’ Viewers, listeners, and readers all loved to hear about the infamous reverend and his relentless crusade against the heiress he seemed to loathe for no apparent reason.

      Maggie ran the gamut with Reverend Mason as the stations reported on yet another botched murder, the crime avoided thanks to the beautiful Miss Corey who saved the day even after suffering such harassment by the church. She laid it on thick, thicker than Reverend Mason’s skin.

      “See?” she told Bramble two days later. “I am not so nice after all.”

      “That’s my witch. Ride him like a broom, baby!” her familiar cheered as the reports escalated against the shameful behavior of the vindictive clergyman.

      Headlines read like Hollywood rumors, talking about the spiteful vicar and his goons always attempting to frame Margaret Corey for murder to run her out of town. The media ate it up. It was a classic Salem witch trials exposé, only in modern times.

      The Continued Oppression of Women in Modern-Day America was printed by the feminist press, concentrating on the reverend’s patriarchal subjugation likened to that of a witch hunt. The irony had Maggie cringing. All while the scientific community used the story to impress the importance of abolishing religion in favor of science and modern medicine.

      Television targeted Reverend Mason by sending journalists who cornered him with endless questions about his motives. Some asked on live TV why he persisted in using criminals to do nefarious things to the poor woman’s property. Naturally, Reverend Mason could not readily deliver an answer, making him look like the grumpy, ill-tempered brute he was.

      “Look at him,” Maggie said, “eating crow like the scavenger he is.”

      Bramble looked up at his witch and for the first time, he saw her vindictive side. She looked the part too! Maggie sat on her favorite high-backed chair, her long red tresses snaking all over her petite body. She looked like a sinister queen with a striking confidence he had not yet seen in her. Maggie Corey did not smile, but her eyes were warm with delight as she watched the preacher squirm.
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      There was no doubt in Maggie’s mind that Reverend Mason, the mayor, and several other high-ranking ‘pillars of the community’ were responsible for a plethora of bad deeds in Hope’s Crossing. Even those who did not know that their authority drove people to commit crimes in desperation. The town council and its religious affiliation teetered dangerously on becoming more of an order than just consigning laws and regulations. Of course, those involved in authority conveniently ignored this projection, but any outsider could see it if they stayed for longer than a week.

      Maggie had seen it quickly when she first came to Hope’s Crossing, but she had been too busy bearing the brunt of that very hypocrisy to formulate an opinion early on. Watching the mayor trying to calm the upset vicar was great entertainment for her, but Maggie was no fool. She did not underestimate the lengths to which Reverend Mason would go to retaliate for her making a fool of him. There was a border she was not prepared to cross unless absolutely necessary, but for now, she had him by the balls. His reputation outside Hope’s Crossing was shattered and that was a good start. Limiting his control to the boundaries of this town was effective already. It diminished his power and influence elsewhere, and with that, the authority of the entire town council and its affiliates.

      The following morning, Maggie called Master Ledbetter and told him to drop the lawsuit.

      “I cannot believe that you are not going to go through with the lawsuit, my dear,” Bramble mentioned as he dug into a heap of scrambled eggs and gravy. “This could have been the nail in his coffin.”

      “Nah, he has friends. They all band together, the Pathetic Pew Party,” she sneered as she poured her tea. “All male, all hypocrites, and all clueless.”

      “Still, you could have made a serious point by dragging him to court,” her familiar speculated, but he was quite indifferent to the matter altogether. He had the same problem with Clara that he had with her niece—a stubbornness that equaled their passion—and that could not be contested.

      “Don’t worry. Damage is done and I told old Dracula to file it under C.U.F., man,” Maggie bragged, feeling rather confident.

      “Do tell,” he muttered through a mouthful he was swallowing.

      “That stands for ‘Corey’s Unfinished Business,’” she chuckled, motioning with her slender hand as if it was written on a billboard.

      “Ah!” he replied. “I believe I have seen that ledger before.”

      

      Maggie’s lawyer contacted Reverend Mason soon after she dropped the suit.

      “I am to notify you that Margaret Corey decided to drop the lawsuit against you, Reverend Mason,” Master Ledbetter said solemnly.

      “Of course she did. Bloody wretch knows what she is up against, even if she pretends to belittle me and my church at every turn,” Reverend Mason grunted.

      Calmly, and in his authoritative tone, Master Ledbetter interrupted the self-righteous lecture the preacher was ranting on about. “With a firm reprimand and a reminder, Mason. We now have several instances on record of your unfounded and relentless harassment. My client has advised me, Reverend Mason, to take heed of this, for you shall not elude our intentions, should such a decision come to pass. Am I clear … reverend?”

      The preacher cleared his throat and paused, if only to force the barrister to wait for his reply as some passive-aggressive victory.

      “I understand,” he coughed and hung up the phone.

      “Good,” was all Master Ledbetter said before he blew out the candle on the small table in his office. His old wise eyes followed the billows of smoke and then, a smile cracked his face.
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      “Look at this. Can you believe this?” the sheriff asked his deputy. “She never even tried to hide it.”

      The deputy shrugged. “I am not surprised, sir. Anna Mayweather never thought she would get caught, I think. Why would you hide something bad if someone else is already accountable, ya know?”

      “True, Marsha, so true,” Carl sighed, taking off his hat and slapping it against his hand.

      They had just completed their search of Anna Mayweather’s house, yielding a number of very questionable articles that did not pertain to this case. It betrayed a lot about the skinny woman’s life and much about her psyche, but that was not what Carl and his officers had come to establish. They had, however, gotten what they came for.

      “There was some in the baking tray, sir, so we bagged the whole thing. There are traces of belladonna in several cups,” the other deputy reported.

      “Great work, guys,” Carl said happily. It was a rare moment for his colleagues and subordinates to see him like this. In the past few weeks, they had been taking bets on how long it would take the sheriff to finally snap and shoot someone. “This, along with the packet of dried nightshade berries, should do the trick. Now that I have the evidence, I can get back there and question Anna Mayweather, find out what makes a woman poison her own goddamn daughter.”

      As a father, this case hit close to home for the sheriff. He could never imagine what manner of atrocity he would commit on anyone who harmed his Nellie, let alone imagine how a parent could do that to their own child. As he drove back to where Anna was detained, his temper threatened to flare. Being face-to-face with such a monster made his blood boil, but he had to repeatedly remind himself not to lose his cool and put lead in her skull for the disrespect she’d shown for her child’s life.

      Carl bit his lip as he marched up to the holding cells in the large gray building behind the tree line of the station. He could not wait to press Anna about who she had been referring to in her hysterical meltdown the other day. Hospital security had told Carl that she was implicating a man in the crime, possibly an accomplice or perhaps a manipulator. After all, she had been subject to a bad marriage with just such a manipulator for many years and it would not surprise Carl if Anna was used by someone intimidating or dominant.

      “Psychology bullshit,” he muttered as he rounded the corner into the main office. “Hey, guys, let me see Mayweather, please. I have some questions.”

      The officer on duty stared emptily at the sheriff. “You’re not going to kill her, are you, sir?”

      “Shut up, Mullins. Open the damn cell,” Carl scoffed.

      “Um, yes, sir,” the rookie officer said.

      When they opened the door, Anna Mayweather was bent over, appearing to choke. Foam bubbled from her mouth as she convulsed. Carl shouted to Mullins to rouse the EMTs, but it was too late. Anna’s jerking limbs kicked out as her hands contracted violently before she exhaled a hard, foamy breath. She left this world with her brown eyes bulging and her secret accomplice unidentified. It was the one thing Carl had needed to get from her and now she was gone.

      

      A week later, things had settled significantly in the Corey camp. After Anna Mayweather’s suicide, the reports stated that particles of the deadly nightshade berries were found in under Anna’s breasts postmortem. This implied that she’d smuggled some of the poison into the jail cell with her in her bra. Much as Maggie resented Anna for everything she had done, she could not help but feel sorry for someone so wayward and hopeless. It was hard to conceive of the loneliness and desperation Anna had to have suffered to resort to such a painful and lonely death.

      What also bothered Maggie was that Bella’s mother had done all this under orders from someone, someone terrible enough to intimidate her own abusive and domineering personality. That was rather scary to contemplate.

      “Imagine the type of monster who can effortlessly command cold-blooded killers like Anna,” Maggie told Bramble. She shivered and shook. “Brr … makes my blood turn to ice.”

      “And whoever was pulling her strings is still at large and completely anonymous,” Bramble added.

      “Oh my God, do you want me to never sleep again?” she moaned at him.

      Bramble shrugged. “Oh I am sorry. I thought we were playing the ‘mine is scarier than yours’ game. My apologies.”

      “Come to think of it, I hope he has nothing to do with the thug who busted up my shop too,” she quivered. “I am going to see to it that he gets his punishment.”

      “Good to see you are not dropping charges on everyone who does you wrong. I truly hate this forgiving crap you have going on lately. First, the customers and friends who left you and then you let St. Bastard off scot-free too. You have to draw the line somewhere. More rosemary … and remember the pink salt, not that impure, iodized nonsense,” Bramble instructed on top of his opinion.

      Maggie was wearing a multicolored, cartoonish apron, one of many she hoarded. It was a dreadful number that hurt Bramble’s eyes with its striking palette, but as long as Maggie focused on her magical studies, he bore the bother.

      A knock at the door startled them both. Bramble bolted to the sofa, stretching out and acting feline. Maggie opened the door with care, especially after her familiar’s sobering warning about the manipulator.

      “Why look, it is the sheriff of the big bad town,” she teased.

      Carl’s massive frame filled the doorway, but the flowers he held in his hand made him look far less intimidating.

      “These are for you, Miss Corey. My amends for doubting you at the beginning of this horrible incident,” he stammered. Awkwardly, the attractive, gruff lawman gave her the bouquet and smiled.

      “Aw, I suspect you want to be forgiven,” she played along, playing with the petals of the flowers.

      “If that apron was not too loud for you to hear my apology,” he chuckled.

      “Ha! Good one, Chief!” Bramble purred.

      Maggie slapped him against the arm and ordered him to have a seat.

      “Tea or coffee?” she asked from the kitchen, quickly fixing her unkempt hair and dusting off her clothing and arms.

      “Coffee would be nice, but hold the cookies. There is a bad batch going round, I hear,” he jested.

      “The man is on fire tonight!” Bramble meowed and Maggie had to agree.

      “Believe me, I will not be putting out free cookies in my shop anymore. Just in case,” she affirmed firmly as she brought the tray in and settled next to Carl on the couch.

      “Good call,” he agreed, and helped himself to some chips on the table.

      “Staying for a movie?” she asked.

      “Absolutely,” he smiled as Maggie started the DVD on the player. “It’s not a thriller, is it?”

      Amongst all the joking, both Maggie and Carl were still stumped at who the unknown puppet master could be, the man that the late Anna Mayweather had referred to and followed into the darkness.
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