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      I was looking forward to my morning off work. It was the first one I’d had in ages. I threw my car keys down on the couch and sat next to them, and then placed my mail on my lap. If only I hadn’t had to drive to town to fetch it, but the pesky mail lady, Kayleen, had made a Post Office Box a necessity.

      The first bill was an overdue electricity notice along with a sizeable late fee. What? I hadn’t even received the first bill yet. I scowled and looked at the second letter. I tore it open. Another bill, this time a gas bill. I didn’t even have the gas connected! I shook my head. As I reached for the third letter, the sound of a battle cry forced me to my feet. “Can you please turn that down?” I yelled at the house.

      The house always decided what it wanted to watch on TV. I had inherited my magnificent Victorian house, along with a cupcake store, from my Aunt Angelica. No-one had told me the house was alive. I’d found out the hard way.

      The house used to enjoy watching mixed martial arts or Jamie Oliver; now it was Game of Thrones. It was like sharing a house with a demanding housemate. The house turned down the volume just as I looked up at the screen to see a rather gory scene. I shuddered and turned my attention to the third letter. My spirits lifted when I saw it was from the Lotteries Office. Maybe I’d won something! The first words were not encouraging: Call Gambling Help. I read down the page. No, I hadn’t won a thing.

      So much for my relaxing morning off. My eyes fell on the bare rooted rose in the corner of the room. My neighbour, Camino, had given it to me as a gift the previous day. I sighed and picked up the plant. I knew I would have to plant it sooner or later, so I might as well get it over with. I headed outside to the little garden shed behind the house to fetch a shovel.

      I wasn’t one for gardening. Luckily for me, the garden was mature, with beautiful lilac trees and a native mango tree all well established, and the rest of the garden could take care of itself. All I did was water it regularly, but I wasn’t one to plant new flowers.

      Once in the garden, my mood soon improved. How could it not, as the air was permeated with the scent of many fragrant old English roses. Now where to put it? I didn’t even know what type of rose it was, because it didn’t have a label. It only had the words, ‘Bare Rooted Rose,’ scrawled on the plastic wrapping. I was glad there had been unseasonal heavy rain lately. I didn’t much fancy digging in ground that was usually like concrete. After a quick appraisal of the area, my eyes fell on a patch of ground next to the daisies. That looked as good a place as any. I shrugged and headed for the spot.

      As I suspected, the ground was soft, so the digging was easy. It was an awfully big bare rooted rose, and I figured I should make the hole deeper than the root ball. That was something I remembered from watching a gardening show the house had once made me watch.

      Just one more shovelful, I thought, and made a special effort to dig. As I pushed the shovel in strongly, the soft ground suddenly made way to something hard, and the impact reverberated through my back. I dropped the shovel in shock as a sharp pain seared through me.

      I assumed it was a hard rock, so I gingerly dug around it. After all, even I knew that a rose shouldn’t be planted over a big rock. To my surprise, it was not a rock, but a metal box. I kneeled down, ignoring the pain in my back, and managed to pull the box from the dirt. It was covered with particularly sticky, slushy mud. I quickly shoved the rose into the hole after backfilling some dirt, filled in the hole and then patted down the dirt, and all the while my back pain was increasing.

      The metal box looked old. The latch that fastened it had rusted away but was still working. I was intrigued. Perhaps my Aunt Angelica herself had buried this in my garden. Maybe it was full of expensive jewellery. My hands shook with excitement. I could keep the nicest pieces and sell one or two to pay the bills. I wondered if there were garnets in there, or perhaps rubies? I was partial to emeralds, too. Maybe there were huge pink diamonds. The tin was certainly heavy enough.

      I picked up the box, leaving the shovel next to the rose, and hurried to the house. I left the box at the front door and went inside to find an old rag to clean it.

      When I went back outside, the box wasn’t at the door. It took me a moment to see that it was on my front lawn. “Why don’t you want the box inside the house?” I asked the house, but as usual, there was no reply. Perhaps the house didn’t share Aunt Angelica’s taste in jewellery.

      I hurried down the steps and wiped the box as best I could, and then washed my hands under the garden hose.

      When the box was suitably clean, I took it inside and placed it on top of some newspaper on my coffee table. The pain in my back was much worse. In fact, my back was cramping up. It was all I could do to straighten up, and bending over drawers looking for a screwdriver didn’t help. By the time I found a screwdriver to bust open the latch, I was in considerable pain.

      I carefully perched on the edge of my couch, and gingerly inserted the screw under the corroded latch. After all, if there was jewellery inside, or perhaps solid gold bars, I didn’t want to damage the contents. It could even be cash. What if Aunt Angelica hadn’t trusted banks and had put all her savings in the tin?

      I was quivering with excitement and suspense. After moving the screwdriver backwards and forwards for a while, I managed to release the latch. Finally! I took a deep, calming breath and prepared myself to see my newfound treasure. I opened the box and gasped.

      No jewellery. No diamonds. No gold bars. No cash. There, inside the box, was a beautifully bound volume of ebony leather, with a pentacle embossed in gold on the cover. Wonderment at once replaced my initial dismay at the lack of jewellery.

      I opened the book, cautiously handling the frail, ancient pages that threatened to snap at my touch. On the first page in flowery script were the words, Book of Shadows. This spellbook must have belonged to one of my ancestors! I trembled with anticipation as I lifted the book onto my knees and opened it. The pages were tanned and the gold leaf so long ago applied to the edges of the pages was crumbling away.

      As I gingerly turned the crinkled pages, I fancied I could smell the scent of ancient white sage. It was a fragrance I usually associated with the mysterious Alder Vervain. The book fairly pulsed with energy.

      I made to stand up, but a searing pain hit me at the base of my spine. This pain wasn’t going to go away by itself. I carefully set the book aside and scrolled through my phone to google a physical therapist, and called the first one I saw.

      “Harden Physical Therapy, please hold,” a disembodied voice said.

      I hadn’t yet had a chance to speak, but the phone played some particularly unpleasant music. I opened the book to a random page near the beginning. “This looks like ancient writing,” I said to myself. I was in the habit of speaking to myself aloud. After all, I lived alone unless you counted my two cats, Willow and Hawthorn. The cats didn’t look alike, but had identical personalities. Willow, a large ginger, was three times the size of Hawthorn, a slender black cat. They were both staring at me now, and I could’ve sworn that there was concern in their eyes.

      I was careful with the book’s pages, given that they were brittle, like old parchment. “This looks like Latin or something,” I said to the cats. “Oh look! Here’s a spell to improve one’s baking. How strange—that heading’s in English, but there’s a whole section below it that looks like Latin. Do you think it could improve my baking?”

      Both cats looked doubtful. Undaunted, I proceeded to read the Latin aloud as best I could, while the music on the phone changed to another old song.

      Both cats hissed, turned, and sprinted for the door. I tried to stand up, but my eyes watered from the pain. “Here’s something in English,” I said to their departing cat bottoms. “‘Beware the vox nihili,’ whatever that means. Someone else must’ve written that, as it’s in different handwriting right below that Latin section.”

      The music stopped, and a woman’s voice spoke. “Hello, Helen Harden speaking. How may I help you?”

      I did not answer, because a hideous entity manifested before my very eyes.
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      The apparition hovered in front of me. I was filled with terror. I assumed it was a demon, not that I’d ever seen a demon in real life, only in movies, but it looked like one to me. It was a humanoid type of thing, only much scarier than a human. It had a big round face, a mouth filled with sharp jagged teeth, and a small amount of spiky hair that stuck out in all directions. Its body was bloated and its legs and arms were spindly.

      It smiled at me, but I didn’t know whether that made me relieved or more frightened.

      I finally found my voice. “What are you?” I squeaked.

      The creature bowed low. “Great Dark Witch,” it addressed me. Its voice was deep. “You summoned me.”

      I took a step backwards and shook my head. “No, I didn’t!”

      The apparition jabbed its finger at me. “You summoned me as your assistant. Supernatural assistant.” It shot me a glance that was likely malevolent.

      “A baking assistant?” I said in disbelief. I fervently hoped that the spell I’d read aloud for improving one’s baking didn’t work by means of summoning an apparition as an assistant.

      “If you wish.”

      It was then I realised someone was still on the other end of the phone. “Hello? Hello?” the voice said loudly.

      “Hello, sorry about that,” I said.

      “How can I help you?”

      “I just hurt my back badly while digging in the garden,” I managed to say, while keeping an eye on the creature. “I was calling to make an appointment. I’m in a lot of pain.” I turned slightly and then punctuated my sentence with a heartfelt, “Ouch!”

      “If you leave right now, I can fit you in. Are you in town? I only have a small opening due to a last minute cancellation,” the voice continued after a pause.

      I was about to refuse and book an appointment for the following day, given there was an apparition hovering in front of me, when my back spasmed painfully. I shot one more look at the being, and then decided. “Yes, I’m in town. I can be there in five minutes.”

      I hung up, and then realised that I had no time to put on nice clothes or make-up. I shook my head. Why was I even thinking about clothes or make-up when there was a supernatural being in front of me? I must be losing my mind.

      Still, there was no time to worry about the spirit now. I just hoped no one else could see it. My back spasmed once more, so I grabbed my handbag and headed out the door.

      Halfway to my car, I shot a glance over my shoulder—which by the way, hurt quite a bit—and there was no sign of the demon. I let out a long sigh of relief, but that only served to hurt my back even more.

      The driving made my back worse, even though it was only a short distance. When I got out of the car, I had difficulty straightening up. I hobbled into the front door of Harden Physical Therapy. I saw at once that it was a small business, with a tiny desk, computer, and chair in the corner, and a doorway labelled ‘Treatment Room’ at the back of the room.

      A woman hurried through the door. She had a mess of curly auburn hair and particularly good skin. I had no chance of guessing her age—she looked anything from thirty to fifty. “Amelia Spelled?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      She ushered me into the treatment room and gestured to a chair. She then proceeded to ask me questions, but I was distracted, wondering if the apparition would suddenly appear, and what I would do if it did. I really needed to call Ruprecht and get his advice on the situation, but I was in too much pain to think clearly. I looked up to realise that Helen was staring at me, her pen in hand. “Sorry?”

      “I just asked if you had lost any unexplained weight lately.”

      I shook my head. “I wish!”

      Helen was not amused. She made me lie down on her treatment table and massaged my back for a bit. “You’ve pulled muscles around the bottom two vertebrae. When your back gets better, you’ll have to walk and do exercises to strengthen your core, and do Tai Chi or Pilates. What do you do for work? Standing or sitting in the one position for too long isn’t good.”

      “I have the cupcake store,” I began, but she cut me off.

      “Oh yes, my husband mentioned it recently. He’s a Systems Analyst Specialist at the Council. Now I’m going to put the TENS machine on you while I ask you more questions about your injury.”

      The questions mercifully came to an end, although I did like the sensation of the ripples from the TENS machine. Helen held an ultrasound machine across my back after that, and then stuck on a heat pad that adhered to my clothing. “I’m going to give you traction now,” she said.

      For a moment, I was worried that the demon had possessed her. “Traction?” I said, horrified.

      Helen frowned. “Don’t worry, the rack was used as a torture device centuries ago, but these days we use it to take pressure off your spine. It will help with the pinched nerve. I’m just going to buckle you up, and then attach this device to your legs. You’ll feel relief pretty quickly.”

      I sure hoped she was telling the truth. Helen continued to talk as she strapped me in. “How’s your business going?”

      “Since the Council moved to the new building right near me, all the staff are coming in, so we’re doing a roaring trade.”

      Helen simply nodded and left the room, after telling me she would be back in fifteen minutes.

      I had to admit, the traction did appear to be working. After a few moments, the awful crunching sensation in my lower back started to ease, and I relaxed into the sensation. What a terrible start to the day I’d had! I had hurt my back badly, and I had summoned an entity.

      A touch on my ankle wrenched me from my daydreams. I opened my eyes, expecting to see Helen. Instead, it was a man.

      “Let’s get these terrible things off you,” he said firmly.

      He undid all my straps, and I sat up, confused. “But Helen said I needed traction?” I asked. I hardly thought it likely that Helen would employ a physical therapist who did not share her views on treatment.

      The man bent over me. “I’ve saved your life! She was trying to torture you. I’ve fulfilled my duty by helping you.”

      I stared at him. Was this some kind of joke?

      “It’s me, Great One, your assistant,” the man said. “I thought you’d prefer this human form.”

      Realisation dawned on me slowly. “You’re the demon!”

      The man was visibly offended. “How could you say such a thing, Great Dark Witch?” He clutched his chest. “I’ve never been so insulted or hurt in all my lives! I’m not a demon, I’m your assistant.”

      Just then, Helen hurried into the room. “I thought I could hear voices,” she said, staring at the man. “How did you get in here?”

      He pushed past her and hurried out the door. I was grateful that he had kept his human form and thankful he was wearing clothes.

      Helen turned to me. “Do you know him?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve never seen him before,” I said. Not in that appearance, at least, I silently added.

      Helen shook her head, and strapped me back into traction. She started the traction machine, then hurried to the window and slammed it shut. “Perhaps he got in through here,” she said. “I apologise I left you alone for so long. I just had a call from the security man. That husband of mine! He didn’t replace the batteries when I said we should, and now we have no batteries at all. The security man said they’re all corroded and he has to order them from Melbourne. It’ll take weeks!” She sighed deeply.

      She kept making small talk throughout my treatment, but I barely listened to her. I was worried about the entity. I now knew that it could take human form. Was it a shapeshifter? I shuddered.

      And what was it going to do next?
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      I sat in my car, despite Helen’s stern warning not to sit any longer than necessary, and called Ruprecht. To my dismay, it went to voicemail. I left a message to call me back, and briefly told him that I had summoned an entity. I then drove to my cupcake store as fast as I could. Thyme would know what to do.

      I got out of the car and stood up. I was expecting my back to spasm, but it definitely had improved. The adhesive heat pack stuck onto my lower back was bringing relief, although the pungent smell of herbs wasn’t entirely pleasant.

      I hadn’t seen the entity since his appearance in the treatment room, but I knew that he would do something else. Hopefully, Thyme and the others would have experience in this type of thing and would be able to despatch him.

      There was a customer in the shop, so I wasn’t able to tell Thyme what had happened. Thyme took the customer’s money, and then turned to me. “Hey boss, you’re late!”

      “Something happened,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows and fixing her with a look in the hope she’d catch onto the fact that it was a supernatural something. “And I hurt my back and had to go to the physical therapist. And before that, something important happened…”

      Thyme interrupted me. “I’m running late for an appointment, so can you wrap these cupcakes for the customer?” She shot the customer a winning smile and then made to walk away.

      “But Thyme, something’s happened.”

      “You can tell me all about it when I get back.” With that, she took her handbag and hurried out the door.

      I shrugged, but there was nothing I could do. The entity would have to wait. I only hoped that it didn’t do something horrid before the others could send it back to where it came from.

      As soon as the customer left, I tried to call Ruprecht again, but once more it went to voicemail. I was about to call Camino and Mint and ask them to go over to Glinda’s, Ruprecht’s store, to tell him in person, but all at once three customers came into the shop.

      To my dismay, two of them were Craig and the obnoxious Kayleen. I had dated Craig briefly before I found out that he was also dating the mail lady, Kayleen, and goodness knows who else. He had turned out to be quite a jerk.

      Kayleen and I had never liked each other. She was an awful snoop. In fact, I had caught her reading my mail on more than one occasion. She had taken even more of a dislike to me when she found out that Craig and I had dated.

      Craig politely ordered a dozen cherry coconut cupcakes, while Kayleen stood behind him and scowled at me. “Have your cakes poisoned anyone lately, Amelia?” she said with a nasal chuckle.

      I forced a fake laugh, annoyed that she said it while another customer was standing right behind them. I recognised him as Scott Plank, the Town Planner. He was a particularly unpleasant man who was full of his own self-importance, and had become a regular customer after the Council Chambers had moved to a building just down the road from my store.

      Scott cleared his throat and shuffled, obviously indicating that I should serve him before Craig and Kayleen, even though they had been there first. Today, his face was bright red and he was scowling. “Can I sample that lemon cheesecake mini cupcake!” he said, in a tone that was more of a demand than a request.

      I took Craig’s money, and then handed Scott the closest lemon cheesecake mini cupcake. Scott proceeded to answer his phone, and then yelled loudly at the unfortunate person on the other end of it.

      I had just finished wrapping Craig’s order, when Scott spat out the cupcake. “It’s stale!” he yelled at me. He threw the rest of the cake on the floor in a tantrum.

      Craig clutched his box of cupcakes to his chest as his jaw dropped open. Even Kayleen appeared to be shocked. I’d had bad customers before, but never anything on this scale. “I’ll get something to clean up that mess,” I said in the most even tone I could muster.

      I hurried to the kitchen, hoping that Scott would be gone when I got back. This surely would have to be the worst day on record. Perhaps I should’ve stayed in bed. On the plus side, the entity hadn’t reappeared, not yet anyway.

      It took me a while to find the dustpan and brush set as it wasn’t in its usual place. I walked back into the store, and could see no heads above the display case. Luckily, the unpleasant Town Planner had left.

      When I rounded the corner of the display case, I gasped. All the blood ran from my face, and I clutched the display cabinet. There, lying on the floor, was Scott Plank. He was dead, and there was a length of rope around his neck.

      I stood frozen to the spot in horror. Had the entity done this? Had the entity thought he was helping me by killing a rude customer?

      I had summoned the entity. Was I responsible for a man’s murder?
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      I ran to the street and looked out, but I couldn’t see anyone fleeing the scene. I flipped the sign to ‘Closed’ and at the same time pulled my phone out of my pocket to call the police.

      Had the entity done it? Or had Craig and Kayleen? I had left them in the shop with the man. A woman’s voice forced me to turn my attention back to the phone. “What makes you think the man was murdered?”

      “There’s a rope wrapped tightly around his neck,” I said.

      The voice told me to wait there until the police came. I mean, it wasn’t as if I was going to leave, but I suppose they have to say that to everyone.

      Thyme returned and knocked on the door just as I hung up. As I opened the door, Thyme spoke before I could say anything. “Why is the shop shut?” She looked past me and saw the man lying on the floor. “Oh, not again!”

      “Yes, again,” I said sadly. “And what’s more, I think I killed him.”

      Thyme gasped again. “Oh no, you didn’t do any baking, did you?”

      I didn’t know whether or not to be offended. “No, of course not! I have to speak in a hurry before the police get here. I wanted to tell you what happened this morning, but then you left. This is the potted summary. I was gardening and I dug up a tin, and there was a Book of Shadows inside it.”

      “A Book of Shadows?” Thyme asked incredulously.

      I held up my hand to forestall any more questions. “Quite a lot’s happened, so I have to tell you quickly, because the police will be here any minute. Don’t ask any more questions until I finish.” Thyme nodded as I pushed on, but it was obvious she wanted to ask more. “Long story short, I hurt my back while I was digging out the tin box, and so while I was calling the physical therapist, I read out a Latin spell and it turned out that I summoned an entity.”

      “What sort of entity?” Thyme asked, and then slapped her hand over her mouth.

      “How should I know?” I said, exasperated. “It looked pretty weird, but then when I was at the physical therapist, she had me on one of those therapy machines, and the entity appeared. This time, he looked like a human, a man, and he tried to get me out of the therapy machine. He said he was my assistant.”

      Thyme interrupted me once more. “What do you mean, he looked like a man?”

      “That’s just it,” I said. “He looked like a normal human being at that point. I tried to call Ruprecht twice, but it went to voicemail. I’m really panicking, Thyme! What if that supernatural assistant entity thing thought he was helping me by killing Scott Plank?”

      Thyme looked confused. “Why would it think killing someone would help you?”

      I rubbed my forehead. It was all so surreal. I was having a conversation about a supernatural entity that I had accidentally summoned, while standing next to the body of a murder victim. “Scott Plank came in here in a foul mood, and demanded a sample of a cupcake, and then threw it on the floor. I went into the kitchen to get something to clean it up, and when I came back I found him there. I’m just scared that the entity strangled him because he was rude to me, or something.” When I said it, it did sound lame, and that gave me a little bit of hope.

      Thyme frowned. She patted my shoulder quickly. “I’m sure this thing didn’t do it, Amelia. Don’t worry.” Her tone was less than convincing.

      I remembered something important. “Oh, and when I left to get something to clean up the mess, Kayleen and Craig were still in the shop.”

      Thyme opened her mouth to speak, but the arrival of the police forestalled her. I recognised Sergeant Tinsdell, but the constable was new, and he had a far more pleasant face than Constable Walker’s. I had heard that Walker had been transferred, but I hadn’t heard anything about his replacement.

      Tinsdell sighed heavily when he saw me. “This is getting to be quite a habit, Miss Spelled.” He looked at us both and then nodded at the other officer. “This is Constable Dawson.”

      “Well, hello,” Thyme said, looking the constable up and down. “The sticky buns aren’t the only sweet thing in your shop,” she whispered to me.

      I elbowed her in the rib. I could only assume that the stress was getting to her.

      “We’re here to investigate,” the constable announced.

      “You’re not here for a croissant, then?” I said sarcastically.

      The constable appeared not to take offence. “You’re not trying to bribe a police officer, are you, ladies?” He beamed at Thyme, who giggled.

      Sergeant Tinsdell glared at the constable. “Dawson, a murder has just occurred.”

      Dawson looked shamefaced for a moment, before shooting another smile at Thyme when the sergeant wasn’t looking. I had never seen Thyme interested in anyone before, and she sure seemed taken with this police officer. It appeared to be mutual.

      “The detectives are on their way,” Sergeant Tinsdell said, “so I suggest we go into a back room and await their arrival. I’ll take your statements. I assume neither of you touched anything?”

      Thyme and I shook our heads. “Thyme wasn’t even here when it happened,” I said. “She arrived back here after I called you.”

      The police officers followed me into the little office. I hastily wiped the small table while Thyme snuffed the lemongrass candle burning in one corner.

      The sergeant pulled out a notepad and a pen. “You know the routine by now, Miss Spelled. Tell me what happened, right from the beginning, and then you can give your statement to the detectives later. We won’t need to take your fingerprints to exclude them from the crime scene, as we already have them on record.” He shot me a pointed look as he said it.

      I recounted the events, how I had gone to the physical therapist, and then returned to the shop, replaced Thyme, and then served Craig and Kayleen as well as Scott Plank. I told them how Scott had yelled at someone on the phone and then thrown his cupcake to the floor. I told him that Craig and Kayleen and Scott had all been in the room together when I left to get something to clean up the cupcake remains on the floor, and when I returned, Scott was dead.

      “Right,” Tinsdell said. “The forensics team will bag that cupcake out there, and we’ll need to bag all the cupcakes from that batch. The shop will have to be shut until we get the test results back.”

      “But he wasn’t poisoned,” I protested. “He was strangled.”

      “Just because there was a rope around his neck doesn’t mean that he was strangled,” Tinsdell said in a superior tone. “We can’t make assumptions in this line of work.”

      I was seething. It was obvious that Scott had been strangled, given the angry red mark around his neck, not to mention the rope. Still, I had to tell myself that the police were only doing their duty. I suppose they did have to test the cakes, but Tinsdell’s attitude left a lot to be desired.

      “How long before I’m allowed back in my store?” I asked him. “I have the opening of the Council building coming up, and I have to cater the cakes.”

      “It will take as long as it takes,” Tinsdell said evenly. “You should know the ropes by now.”

      “So, I haven’t seen you around before. Have you just moved to town?” Thyme addressed the question to Constable Dawson.

      He seemed pleased to be asked. “Yes, Constable Walker was transferred to Byron Bay, and I was transferred here.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Next she’d ask him if he had a girlfriend. While I was pleased that Thyme had at last found a love interest, I didn’t think this was the time or place. After all, it was a solemn occasion. Not only had a man been murdered, in my own store at that, but there was a possibly homicidal entity on the loose.

      I was wracked with guilt. If I hadn’t summoned the spirit, would the man still be alive?
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      The detectives had whisked me straight off to the police station for questioning. Thyme had managed to tell me that the detectives had coincidentally been in the area. She had that information courtesy of Constable Dawson. Still, there was no time to dwell on the possible romantic interests of my best friend, Thyme. At least she was going to be questioned after I was, so she should be able to get in a call to Camino or Mint and ask them to go over to Glinda’s to tell Ruprecht what had happened.

      I looked at the detectives once more. They had introduced themselves as Greene and Jones, and they were hard to tell apart. Both appeared to be around fifty, were very tanned, and both had sandy coloured hair. They looked more like surfers than detectives, but their attitude was certainly not laid back. I wondered if either of them had ever cracked a smile. In fact, they both looked devoid of any emotion whatsoever. “Would you mind telling me where you have been for the last three hours,” Detective Greene said.

      I told him everything in as much detail as I could, a little nervous that a video camera was trained on me. Detective Jones scribbled away furiously the whole time I was speaking.

      “Can you tell me anything about his manner?”

      I scratched my chin. “He was very angry. I don’t know him well. He’s only been a regular customer since the Council moved close to my shop, and while I’d never exactly call him friendly, he’s never been rude before, not until today.”

      “Was he dressed as usual?” Greene asked.

      I thought that a strange question. “I suppose so. I mean, as I said, I don’t really know him all that well. He was wearing a suit. I didn’t notice anything strange about it.” I winced. My back was hurting from sitting in the hard chair. I had left the adhesive heat pack at the shop, and now was regretting that decision.

      “You do realise your shop will have to remain shut until we have the results on the samples we’ve taken,” Greene said sternly.

      I nodded. I wasn’t happy about it, but I knew that they were doing their job, as frustrating as it was.

      “This must all be routine to you by now, Miss Spelled,” Greene said.

      I shot him a look, but he didn’t elaborate further. Just then, a uniformed officer entered the room. He was carrying a cardboard tray with three take-out cups of coffee. He placed one in front of me, and then one in front of each detective. To my surprise, he then produced a heat pack which he duly handed to me. He turned to the detectives. “Sergeant’s orders. Miss Spelled has a back injury.” With that, he winked at me and left the room.

      The detectives exchanged glances. “Who was that?” Jones asked Greene in an undertone. “I haven’t seen him before.”

      Greene shrugged and then sipped his coffee. I sipped mine. It was a latté, made just how I like it. A chill ran up my spine. Was the officer the entity?

      Detective Greene was still speaking. “Do you know anyone who would have reason to harm Mr Plank?”

      I set down my coffee and shook my head. “As I keep saying, I don’t really know him. I’ve already said that he’s only just become a fairly regular customer. I know he’s the Town Planner, and I’ve never heard anyone with a good word to say about him, but I’ve never heard anyone say they wished him harm or anything like that.”

      Greene sipped his coffee before speaking. “What about your fireman friend and his partner?”

      “Craig’s no friend of mine, nor is Kayleen. Are you asking if they had something against Scott Plank?”

      “Yes,” Greene said.

      “I have no idea,” I said. “I don’t speak to those two. Craig occasionally comes in to buy cupcakes for the other firemen.” I shivered. It was cool in the room, just cold enough to be uncomfortable. I wrapped my hands around the coffee.

      “Can you tell me exactly what happened immediately prior to the time that you left the room? Think carefully, Miss Spelled.”

      I remembered it only too well. “While I was wrapping Craig’s order, Scott demanded a cupcake sample. I gave him one, and he took a bite and then threw it on the floor. I hurried to the kitchen to get something to clean it up.”

      Greene looked down at his notes. “And when you left, where were Craig and Kayleen?”

      “Well, they were still in the shop,” I said.

      Detective Greene narrowed his eyes. “Whereabouts in your shop were they? Were they walking to the door? Were they standing still?”

      I rubbed my eyes. The heat pack was helping my back, but the pain was nevertheless increasing due to sitting on the hard chair. “They were still standing at the counter. They looked shocked at Scott Plank’s tantrum. When I got back from the kitchen, there was no sign of them. I actually ran out my front door to see if I could see anyone fleeing the scene, but I couldn’t see anyone at all.”

      “Thank you, Miss Spelled. We’ll leave it there for the time being. We’ll be in touch.”

      I stood up, and grabbed my back as it cramped. I made sure I took my latté with me, and went to the waiting room. There was no sign of Thyme, but I assumed they had her in another room.

      It was only around fifteen minutes or so before Thyme appeared. She hurried over to me. “Ruprecht called me. He was watching a movie and he’d turned off his phone. Mint went around there and told him everything that happened. He wants us to go straight around there now, but he wants you to bring the Book of Shadows.” Thyme paused to draw breath. “Are you all right, Amelia? Were they rough on you with the questioning?”

      I shifted from one foot to the other to ease the pain in my back. “No, they were pretty good. How about you?”

      “They were okay. When they let me go, I saw Sergeant Tinsdell take Craig in for questioning.”

      I walked outside with Thyme. “Do you think Kayleen and Craig did it?”

      Thyme paused for a moment. “It’s possible, I suppose. No one liked Scott Plank. It was rumoured he did shady deals. I don’t know what motive they could’ve had, though. Are you still worried that the entity you summoned did it?”

      I nodded. “Yes, and that reminds me. Some police officer I’ve never seen before came in and brought the three of us take out coffees and a heat pack for my back.”

      Thyme looked surprised. “He did? That’s weird! How did anyone know about your back? And they’ve always given me horrible black coffee that tastes like it was made a week earlier.”

      “Did any officer give you coffee today?”

      “No. Amelia, that’s so weird!”

      We had reached Thyme’s car. Surely Ruprecht would know what to do. And I hadn’t even told Alder Vervain what was happening. I didn’t want to call him in front of Thyme, given her attitude towards him. None of my friends liked Alder, because he came from a long line of witch hunters. They remained suspicious of him, despite my reassurances that he did not share the family views. Of course, I hadn’t told them that he himself was a Dark Witch—Alder had asked me to keep that confidential.

      Alder and I had become friends, but I hoped we’d become more. I’d had dinner with him a couple of times, but we’d always been interrupted by more pressing matters—murder, to be precise. To say I had a crush on him was the understatement of the century. Even thinking about him made my heart flutter wildly.

      I sent Alder a long text explaining as briefly as I could about the morning’s events, and telling him that Thyme was driving me straight to Ruprecht’s. Alder would then know not to call.

      Thyme looked over at me. “Who are you texting?”

      “Alder,” I said somewhat defensively.

      Thyme pursed her lips. “He reminds me of a cross between Angel, and Spike on a good day.”

      I frowned. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “You know, Spike was much cuter in the last season of Buffy.”

      I sighed. This had to be one of the worst days I’d ever had, and that was saying something.
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      Ruprecht was standing in the door of Glinda’s. Even as Thyme drew her car to a stop, I could see that Ruprecht’s face was white and drawn.

      “Oh my dear!” Ruprecht greeted me. “I’m so sorry. I was watching such an uplifting film, Mitt liv som hund, or in English, My Life as a Dog. It is an inspiring 1985 Swedish film where a boy loses everything, his mother, his elderly friend, his beloved dog, but then thinks of worse things that have happened—such as the Russians sending that dog, Laika, into space to a certain death, and a track athlete who was accidentally speared by a javelin—and considers that his life isn’t so bad after all. We could all learn something from that.”

      I nodded, figuring that his words were somehow intended to give me comfort, goodness knows how. They were more likely to give me nightmares or expensive therapy bills.

      “I had my phone turned off so I could hear the movie,” he continued.

      I was impressed. “I didn’t know you could speak Swedish, Ruprecht.”

      He laughed. “Of course I can’t, Amelia. It had subtitles.”

      Now I was even more confused. I shrugged and followed Ruprecht into his store, a strange combination of antiques and old books. It always reminded me of the set of a Harry Potter movie. The faint scent of white sage hung in the air, and it held none of the somewhat depressing and entirely claustrophobic atmosphere of many antique stores. The only sound was a faint rendition of lyres and double clarinets, Ruprecht’s favourite music, a reconstruction of ancient Greek music, or so he had informed me many a time.

      Ruprecht’s apartment was directly behind his store, and we’d had countless important meetings there. Today would likely be the most important.

      I passed the collection of weird and wonderful astronomical instruments and walked into the kitchen, where Camino and Mint were already sitting at the round table, their faces white and drawn.

      There was a pungent smell in the room, sweet but strong. I looked at the thin ribbons of smoke rising from incense burning on charcoal tablets within little cauldrons placed about the room. Camino followed my gaze. “Fiery Wall of Protection,” she said. “Dragons Blood, frankincense, and myrrh.”

      I took my seat at the table, and then quickly went through the morning’s events once more that day. When I concluded, Ruprecht wordlessly arose from the table and walked over to the countertop. He returned with a cup of brew which he placed in front of me. “What’s that?” I asked him as I watched the steam rise from it in spirals. “A potion to keep me safe from the supernatural assistant?”

      Ruprecht shook his head. “It’s a cup of hot English Breakfast tea with three heaped spoons of sugar. Drink it, it will help with the shock.”

      I clutched the cup and came straight to the point. “Do you think this supernatural entity assistant thing killed Scott Plank?” I hoped they would rush to assure me that it hadn’t, but to my dismay, they all remained silent.

      “Let’s go into the living room where we can examine the Book of Shadows,” Ruprecht said.

      I couldn’t help thinking it was a funeral procession as we filed one by one into the adjoining room. Ruprecht laid a piece of deep purple silk over the large table that sat resplendent in the centre of the room. Golden sparkles flew from the silk as it swooshed through the air, and I didn’t know whether they were real or due to some kind of magic. I put the tin on the floor against one table leg. As I pulled out the Book of Shadows and set it on the table, everybody gasped.

      “That must be Thelma’s book, the ancestral book of the Spelled family that was given to her by her husband, Wolff Spelled,” Camino said to Ruprecht. Her tone was one of wonder.

      “Yes, of course it is,” Ruprecht said absently.

      “Thelma Spelled, my great aunt?” I said. “Aunt Angelica’s mother?”

      Ruprecht and Camino nodded solemnly.

      I was perplexed. “But why would she bury it?”

      “That’s the million dollar question,” Ruprecht said. “Angelica told me about the Book of Shadows, but she never mentioned what had become of it.” He raised one eyebrow at Camino, who nodded.

      “She never mentioned it to me, either. I knew about the Spelled family’s Book of Shadows of course, but I didn’t know where it was.”

      Ruprecht carefully, almost reverently, opened the Book of Shadows. “It’s in an amazing state of preservation,” he said, “given that it’s been buried all these years. Thelma must have enclosed it in a spell of protection.” He shut the book and turned to me. “Now, Amelia, show me the spell that you read out aloud.”

      I felt defensive and more than a little guilty. “I really didn’t mean to read the spell,” I said. “I was on hold to Helen Harden, the physical therapist, and I was flipping through the book while I was waiting for her to speak again.” I noted Ruprecht’s abject look of horror at the fact that anyone would do something so impertinent as to flip through such a book. “I came across a spell to improve one’s baking,” I continued, “but it was in Latin, I think. I didn’t know what it said, but I read it aloud. That’s when the entity appeared.” I carefully opened the book. It was a thick book, so it took me a while to find the spell. “There it is.” I pointed to the heading that said, Spell to improve one’s baking.

      The others looked over my shoulder, but Ruprecht leant so close to the book that I thought his nose would touch it. “It’s in Latin,” he proclaimed. “My Latin is a little rusty.”

      I held my breath as Ruprecht bent over the text. “Oh no!” he exclaimed after an interval.

      “What is it? Is it bad?” I rubbed my hands together with anxiety.

      “There.” Ruprecht pointed to a line beneath the Latin. “‘Beware the vox nihili.’”

      I was puzzled. “What’s a vox nihili?”

      Ruprecht rubbed his chin. “Literally it is the voice of nothing, a typo if you will. It’s a type of spelling mistake. You know when AutoCorrect on your phone makes a mess of something, turns something into meaningless writing?” We all nodded. “It’s the same. When someone was copying this spell into the Book of Shadows, they copied a word wrongly, perhaps even simply copied a letter wrongly. Later, maybe even decades later, someone noticed the mistake, and made the note below it. Do you realise what this means, Amelia?”

      “No,” I said truthfully. I was still stuck on the fact that ancient people made typos.

      I had never seen Ruprecht look so worried. “It means that you didn’t summon an assistant to help you become a better baker.”

      I hardly dared ask the question. “Then, um, then what exactly did I summon?” I stuttered, clutching my stomach as a wave of nausea hit me.

      Ruprecht shut the book and met my eyes squarely. “I don’t know, and that’s what worries me. To tell you the truth, Amelia, it could be anything, even an ancient demon.” He held up his hand. “But then again, it could be a harmless trickster. We won’t know until I read through all this Latin, and that could take me quite a while. Would you mind leaving the Book of Shadows with me?”

      I readily agreed. Things weren’t looking good, not at all.
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      I adjusted my girls in the mirror at the restaurant entrance, wishing I’d worn a push up bra. Tall, dark, and handsome does not come around every day, after all. Alder ticked all three of those boxes, not to mention he was also wickedly gorgeous and paying for lunch. Actually, two push up bras would have been better. I supposed I didn’t look too bad, but then again, the lighting in here was dim.

      “Ahem.”

      I turned to see a tall waiter. He frowned and I smiled, an apology he did not seem interested in taking. He indicated that I should follow him, and I did so, glancing back to check out my derrière. He weaved his way past other patrons, past a myriad of mismatched paintings hanging on the mustard yet golden-speckled walls, and past stacks of ancient books whose musty scent rode roughshod over the pleasant aroma of Italian cooking.

      I paused to look at the uncomfortable wooden chair against a table at the back of the room, and placed my handbag on the red and white checked tablecloth. The waiter had already abandoned me—he had spotted Alder and was hurrying to greet him enthusiastically.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Alder said, hurrying over and kissing me on the cheek.

      I quivered at the feel of his lips and the firm hand on the small of my back. “Alder. Nice to see you.”

      Alder had been out of town for a while on a case, and had returned late the previous night. “It’s been a while—too long. Have you fallen impossibly in love with another man, Amelia? Am I going to have to fight for your affections?” He winked at me.

      I took a deep breath. “There is no man, but yes, my affections still need to be fought for.” I congratulated myself for my fast thinking—in fact, for the fact that I was able to think at all, given what Alder had just said. My knees knocked together wildly.

      The waiter chose that moment to reappear. Alder glanced quickly at the menu before he ordered. “I’ll have the rump steak with green peppercorn sauce and Greek salad.”

      The waiter looked at me with one eyebrow raised. “I’ll have the chicken carbonara. It’s only lunch time. I’ll leave the rump steak for later.”

      “I’ll bet,” the waiter muttered.

      I glared at him, and was relieved that Alder hadn’t seemed to notice the remark. He smiled at me. “I was shocked when you told me everything that’s happened.”

      “I’ll show you the Book of Shadows as soon as Ruprecht’s finished with it,” I said. “They say it belonged to my great aunt Thelma.”

      “I’d love to see it.” Alder smiled at me and I did my best to stop my stomach doing flip-flops. “So do you really think the entity you summoned murdered that man?”

      I rested my head in my hands. “Oh gosh, don’t say that! I sure hope not. I’ll know more when Ruprecht manages to translate the Latin.”

      “I have some ancient arcane books from the family collection that you’re welcome to look through,” Alder said. “In fact, maybe we should go through them together. Meanwhile, I’ll do a bit of snooping around about Kayleen and Craig. I’ve never trusted that man.”

      I allowed myself a small smile at the scowl on his face and hoped that it was because I had briefly dated Craig. “But would Craig or Kayleen have any motive to murder Scott Plank?” I wondered aloud. “And if they did, they’d have to have been in it together.” I was going to say more, but the waiter returned.

      “Your champagne, sir.” The waiter shot me a speculative look before leaving.

      “Champagne?”

      Alder smiled. “We haven’t seen each other for a while, and I wanted to celebrate.”

      I was touched.

      “Did you know that Kayleen and Scott Plank used to date?”

      My mouth fell open. “No, I had no idea! Are you sure?”

      Alder nodded. “Yes, quite sure. It was years ago.”

      “Then it couldn’t have been anything arising out of that,” I said, “or she would’ve done away with him years ago.”

      “I’ll do what I can to turn up information on both of them. I’ll see if they had any associations with Scott through the Council, what with him being the Town Planner.”

      I nodded. “Good idea.” Just then I saw a light in my handbag. I glanced down to see a missed call on my phone. It was from Ruprecht. I didn’t want to call him back in front of Alder, as I’d have to explain where I was. I didn’t want to keep Alder a secret from Ruprecht, but given the fact that Ruprecht and my friends were all suspicious of him, it would bring extra stress that I didn’t need right now.

      I excused myself, picked up my handbag, and went to the bathroom. To my horror, in the fluorescent light I could see that my eyes had dark circles under them and my face was white and drawn. I called Ruprecht and applied some more make-up while I was waiting for him to answer. Perhaps he was watching another allegedly uplifting film, or doing something just as fun such as reading the original text of Aristotle’s Metaphysics in ancient Greek.

      I was about to hang up when he answered. “Amelia! I’ve translated the text. I know what you’ve summoned.”

      “What?” I shrieked, just as a woman entered the bathroom and fixed me with a withering look.

      “I’ll explain the Latin in detail later, but it appears to be a word that indicates you’ve summoned an entity and given it rather a large measure of free will at the same time.” Ruprecht went on to explain similarities between Latin words, and how a scribe could have made a mistake while copying it, while I tried to gather my patience.

      “But have I summoned an evil entity?” I asked him when he stopped to draw breath.

      There was silence for a moment, and I pictured Ruprecht shaking his head. Finally he spoke. “I don’t think so. Put it this way, I have no idea, but it isn’t specifically evil.”

      “Does that mean it didn’t kill Scott Plank?” I asked expectantly.

      Ruprecht dashed my hopes. “I’m afraid to say, Amelia, that it means nothing of the sort. We need to find out more about this entity. I assume you haven’t seen it since it appeared at the police station?”

      “No, I haven’t. Do you think he’s gone back to where he came from?”

      Again, there was a moment before Ruprecht spoke. “No, I don’t think so. We’ll need to find a way to send him back. I’m sure he won’t go until we do something to make him go. I think we need to treat this as a priority, in case he did have something to do with the unfortunate man’s murder. Amelia, you can come over now and collect the Book of Shadows if you like, or would you prefer to leave it with me so I can study it further?”

      “I’d rather leave it with you, Ruprecht,” I said. “As far as I could see, most of those spells were in Latin or some other strange language. I certainly wouldn’t have a hope of understanding them. I just wish there was something I could do.”

      “We’ll just have to assume that there was human involvement in that man’s demise,” Ruprecht said. “But meanwhile, we need to investigate further. I think we might have been distracted by the entity. We can’t forget the fact that a man was murdered in your store, and I hope someone wasn’t trying to set you up to take the blame.”

      I leant against the countertop. That hadn’t occurred to me. Before I could say as much, Ruprecht pressed on. “I don’t want to alarm you at all, but why would anyone choose to murder somebody in your store? Now, I know it’s happened before, but the police are fully aware you had nothing to do with that, and that murderer is currently in prison. It just doesn’t make sense to me. If I can turn my attention to the Book of Shadows, perhaps you, Camino, Thyme, and my granddaughter, Mint, can look into the matter of Scott Plank’s death. From a distance, I mean,” he added sternly. “Research on the internet, that type of thing.”

      I agreed and then hurried back to my table.

      “We still haven’t had dinner, Amelia,” Alder said as soon as I sat down.

      I clutched my knees to stop them knocking together under the table. “No,” I simply said.

      Alder frowned. “Would you like to have dinner at my place tomorrow night? I’ll cook, and then after dinner we can look through my family’s collection of old books. Perhaps we can turn up something on the entity there.”

      I managed to murmur my agreement. Alder was devilishly handsome, dark, and mysterious. Was he seriously interested in me, Amelia Spelled? It all seemed too good to be true.

      One thing I knew, he didn’t want me for my cooking.
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      I was walking from the restaurant back to my shop, to see if the police would allow me back in yet. I was sure that they wouldn’t, but it was worth a try. I was full of the warm and fuzzies after having lunch with Alder.

      I saw Craig ahead of me and hurried to catch him. He saw me too, and suddenly turned and tried to cross the road. Unluckily for him, a truck went past at that moment and he had to wait. I quickened my pace and called to him.

      “Hello, Amelia. I didn’t see you there,” he said in what was an obvious lie.

      “That must’ve been a terrible thing for you to see,” I said. It was the first thing that came into my mind as a lead in to the subject of Scott Plank.

      “What do you mean?” Craig said all too defensively. “I didn’t see him being murdered, of course. I wasn’t in your store when it happened. Did you tell the police that I was?” His tone had changed to belligerent.

      “Of course not,” I said, trying to keep my tone even. “I assume you left the shop before whoever it was strangled him.”

      Craig nodded furiously. “That’s right.”

      “Did you see anyone go to the store?”

      “No.” Craig clearly wanted to be anywhere other than speaking to me.

      “Still, it must’ve been a shock for you. I assume you knew the man.” I did my best to make my tone sympathetic.

      “No, I didn’t know him at all. Not at all.” And with that, Craig hurried across the road, shooting a backwards glance at me.

      I would have to check into that. Craig was none too comfortable talking about the victim, and I found it hard to believe that two long term residents in the same small town didn’t know each other. Craig didn’t like me, and Kayleen particularly despised me, so if they did have reason to kill the man, then I had no doubt that they would plan to do so in my shop.

      Yet they were in my shop buying cupcakes before the victim even came in. That surely meant that they hadn’t planned to kill him at that moment. Perhaps they took advantage of the opportunity, but that would mean that Craig had rope in his pocket. It just didn’t add up. There had to be more to it.

      I reached my shop and saw to my dismay that yellow tape was still across my doorway. There were two police vehicles parked outside. I shouldn’t have been surprised, because the detectives had said they would call me when they had finished with the scene of the crime, as they put it. I was about to turn away and head for home when I saw Thyme waving from across the street. She hurried over to me. “Have you seen that spirit creature thingy again?”

      I laughed. “Is that a technical term?” She laughed, too. “You’ll be glad to know I haven’t seen it since the police questioning,” I said. “I hope that isn’t just a temporary absence and that it’s gone for good.”

      Thyme shook her head. “Don’t get your hopes up on that one, Amelia. Ruprecht said it won’t go away by itself—someone will need to send it away with a spell. At least there haven’t been any more murders in town.”

      “Great,” I said, considering that was a good thing. Of course, murder is never a good thing, but I thought that if the entity was, in fact, homicidal, then it would have gone on a killing spree by now. “Well, it looks as if the two of us have the rest of the day off and probably tomorrow as well,” I added, “and goodness knows how long after that.”

      Thyme nodded to the police tape. “It will probably be open in a couple of days. They’re taking cake samples and fingerprints—what else can they be doing?”

      I shrugged. “Who knows! Perhaps having a big feast on my cupcakes back at the police station.”

      Thyme chuckled. “You’re probably right. Anyway, I’ve heard the news.”

      I was momentarily alarmed. Did she mean that she knew I’d had lunch with Alder? “What news?” I said, somewhat defensively.

      “You know, the news. Ruprecht translated some of the Latin text.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh yes. He said it isn’t necessarily an evil entity, but it might be.”

      Thyme patted me on the shoulder. “Why don’t we go back to your place? Ruprecht wants us to make a list of suspects. Of course, he doesn’t want us to speak to anyone or do anything. Just make lists, I suppose.”

      “Yes, we need to find out if the murderer was a human, because then we’ll know what to do with the entity. Ruprecht said something about that. Come on home and we’ll figure it out.”

      Thyme and I bought take-out coffee on the way, and Thyme insisted on getting take-out noodles. I didn’t want to tell her that I just had lunch with Alder, so I would just have to try to eat the second lunch. I’d be horribly overweight if my friends didn’t accept Alder any time soon.

      It was a lovely sunny day, not too hot and not too cold. The only dark cloud in the sky was the murder of Scott Plank, so to speak.

      As we walked up the front steps, the front door flew open. Thyme and I exchanged glances. I could hear the TV blaring, and walked into the living room. “Can you turn that off, or down?” Thyme asked me.

      I shook my head. “No, the house is watching a Game of Thrones marathon. No spoilers by the way, or the house will get angry. It hasn’t seen Game of Thrones before.”

      “It beats Jamie Oliver marathons,” Thyme said, “as much as I like the man, although I do think you should’ve watched Jamie Oliver to improve your baking.”

      “I tried to do a spell for that,” I said dryly, “and look how that turned out.”

      Just then, the house shook violently. Thyme clutched my arm. “What was that? Was it an earth tremor?”

      I pointed to the TV. “No, the house does that every time somebody gets killed on Game of Thrones, and you know how often that happens! Oh look, now it’s Jon Snow.”

      “But he…”

      I put my finger to my mouth. “Shush! The house will get really angry if you mention any spoilers. Let’s go to my altar room.”

      Thyme was clearly impressed. “You have an altar room now?”

      I chuckled. “Yes, I figured that every Dark Witch needs an altar room.”

      “Don’t you want to eat first?”

      “I’m not hungry,” I said truthfully.

      I led Thyme to a small room next to the kitchen. The room was fairly bare, with just a small table, on which were several candles and crystals, sitting next to a computer desk, complete with a laptop.

      “Well, that’s a good start,” Thyme said approvingly.

      “The house made the room for me.” I realised how weird that sounded after I’d said it, but the house could change rooms seemingly at will, and had created this extra room for me. It had a lovely view through a sash window over the side of the house that overlooked the paved area of the garden. It was a pretty view. Purple and white native violets grew wild from between the pavers, and scarlet coneflowers grew along the borders.

      “It’s much quieter in here,” Thyme said.

      I agreed. “The only thing is, I think the house wants the living room to itself.” I turned on the computer. “Hang on a sec, I’ll have to get you a chair.” I soon returned with a kitchen chair and placed it next to my chair. “Do you want to fetch your food?”

      “Let’s write a list of suspects first,” Thyme suggested.

      “That won’t take long.” I typed: Craig and Kayleen, entity. I leant back on my chair. “Surely there must be other suspects.”

      “Here, let me.”

      I pushed the laptop across to Thyme, and she searched Scott Plank’s name. It brought up a long list of entries, most of them about the Council. Finally, Thyme flipped to Google Images. I gasped when I saw the top middle image. “There’s a photo of Scott playing football with Craig!”

      “But that doesn’t mean anything, Amelia,” Thyme said. “They were on the same team.”

      I shook my head. “I ran into Craig on my way to the shop just then. I brought up the subject of Scott, and he insisted that he didn’t know him.”

      Thyme tapped her chin. “Well now, that is interesting.”

      I thought it over for a moment. “Perhaps he only said that because I was asking questions. He was awfully defensive about it all.”

      Thyme opened a word document. “We need to make a To Do list. First of all, we have to ask around to see if Craig or Kayleen had anything against the victim. Then we need to ask around to see if anyone else had anything against the victim.”

      “Is that it?”

      Thyme shrugged. “Can you think of anything else?”

      The house rumbling again prevented me from answering. “George R.R. Martin must’ve done away with another character,” I said. “No, I can’t think of anything else. Any idea where to start asking?”

      Thyme looked a little too pleased with herself. “I think it’s about time you had a haircut.”

      I was puzzled. “What’s that got to do with anything? Besides, I’m trying to let my hair grow. Last time I just wanted a trim, but the stylist cut off this much.” I held my fingers apart to indicate the length.

      Thyme did not look sympathetic. “Who knows everybody’s business? Hairdressers, that’s who! Call and make a booking and just bring up Scott Plank’s name. You won’t be able to stop the hairdresser talking.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you go to the hairdresser and ask her?”

      “I’m going to. There are three hair salons in town. I’ll go to the one in the main street, and you can go to the one down that little lane right next to that café with the cranky owners.”

      “Thyme, my maths is nowhere near as bad as my baking. Who’s going to go to the third hairdresser? Camino or Mint?”

      “No need. That hairdresser works from home, and she doesn’t gossip at all. She’s absolutely no use to us.”

      I turned my attention back to the laptop, hoping Thyme would forget that she wanted me to go to a hairdresser. I was trying to grow my hair, after all, and I didn’t want to colour it. I supposed I could go for a treatment. Finally, I uncovered something of interest. “Look, Thyme. The Council is having a wake for Scott tomorrow morning.”

      Thyme crossed to peer at the screen. “That’s interesting,” she said. “They say it’s not a wake or a memorial service as such, but it’s for his colleagues at the Council and all interested members of the community to pay their respects. It says all are welcome to attend.”

      I stood up and walked to the window to stretch my back. It had been improving considerably, but sitting still made it sore. “Why are they doing that?” I asked Thyme. “Why don’t they just wait until the funeral?”

      “Because the police will likely be hanging onto his body for too long,” Thyme said. “It could take a week or two, possibly even longer, for the tests to come back. Don’t forget, they’re testing him for poisons.”

      “But wouldn’t that be up to the family to hold a memorial service?”

      Thyme shook her head. “The article stresses that it’s not a memorial service as such. It’s just some kind of a service to honour him.”

      “I wonder why the Council’s doing that? I can’t see how they’ll make any money out of it.”

      “Oh Amelia, you’ve become so cynical! I have no idea why they’re doing it, but one thing’s for sure, we have to go.”
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