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Epigraph
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"Sweet poison for the age’s tooth."

— Timon of Athens, Act IV, Scene 3

Prologue – Echoes of the Blue Lady

***
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WILLIAM MILLS AWOKE with a start, heart racing from the same dream that had haunted him since moving into the Beckworth Mansion.

The images were always the same: a young woman in a blue dress, running through pouring rain, with wind blowing through wet bushes and trees, and rain-slick stones; a shout in the night; a fall into dark water.

For a moment, he almost expected to feel soaked, chilled to the bone. But as his eyes adjusted to the pale morning light streaming through the tall windows, he found himself safe in his bedroom. The quilt was warm, the world calm.

At the foot of the bed, Dante—the ghost cat who had adopted him as surely as any living pet—was curled and purring, a steady reassurance against the echoes of the past.

William exhaled, letting his breath settle. Somehow, he was once again brushing against the memories of his ghostly housemate, Ophelia Beckworth—the Blue Lady of Lithia Park. Her story was tragic. But for him, it was only the beginning of another mystery.
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Chocolate and Memories

***
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WILLIAM MILLS CONDO apartment

***
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“WILLIAM?”

Carol Lindsey’s voice carried up through the open entranceway and three-story curving staircase of the old Victorian mansion into William’s third-floor condo, bright and bubbling like champagne. “Where are you hiding? I’ve got news—sweet news.”

As she entered the apartment, from the adjoining study to the great room came the rustle of papers, then William Mills’s voice, mild and distracted. “If this has anything to do with sweets, I may need a warning label first.”

Carol followed the sound until she found him seated at his desk, surrounded by open books and a stack of scribbled notes. “You’re still chasing ghosts through Shakespeare again?”

“Not ghosts,” he said, without looking up, “lost plays. There are references to several that vanished after his death. The Isle of Dogs, for instance, is a satire performed in 1597. It mocked the Queen, got half the cast arrested, and closed every theater in London for weeks.” He finally glanced at her with a faint smile. “A cautionary tale about speaking one’s mind.”

Carol grinned, perched on the edge of his desk. “Well, lucky for you, the Queen of England won’t shut you down for another four hundred years of research. Now, come on—set aside your dead playwrights and pack a bag.”

He leaned back, suspicious. “That tone never bodes well.”

“I’ve bought us VIP tickets to the twenty-fifth annual Ashland Chocolate Festival. A whole week of world-class chocolate tastings, live demos, and wine pairings. And—” she drew out the moment— “we’re staying at the Bear Creek Inn. Total chocolate immersion.”

From the couch, Dante, the silver-furred ghost cat, stirred and blinked golden eyes at her before curling back into his spectral question mark shape. Carol smiled and brushed her violet fingernails through the air above him, feeling the faint shimmer of warmth that always seemed to cling to him.

“See? Even Dante approves.”

William gave a low, skeptical hum. “I’m not sure that’s approval. He looks as disinterested as I feel.”

“Oh, don’t be such a curmudgeon. It’s chocolate, William. And wine. You like both, even if you pretend otherwise. And it’s a whole week with no mysteries or murder.”

He sighed with theatrical resignation. “Fine. But I reserve the right to make painful noises if surrounded by sugar fueled enthusiasts with sticky chocolate covered hands.

“Deal,” she said, eyes twinkling. “And tonight, we’re attending the Chocolate Maker’s Wine Dinner at the Globe Springs Hotel.”

That made him pause. “The Globe Springs? Are we sure they’ll even let us through the doors after... well, last time?”

Carol laughed, taking his hand. “They’ve changed management. New chef, new staff, and hopefully no more hidden skeletons—literal or otherwise.”

He chuckled softly. “That would be refreshing.”

“Now pack your things,” she ordered cheerfully. “We leave in an hour.”

William glanced toward Dante. “What do you think, old friend?”

The cat opened one eye, released a ghostly mrrrow, and flicked his tail once.

William sighed. “Consensus achieved. I suppose we’re going.”

***
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LATER, IN CAROL’S CAR...

As the winding road carried them through the green hills toward the Bear Creek Inn, conversation faded into a companionable silence. Carol hummed softly along with the music on the radio. William, watching the spring sunlight catch on the trees, found his thoughts drifting—unbidden—backward.

To the café in Jerusalem.

The sudden blast.

The silence afterward.

He still remembered the clatter of cups and the smell of roasted coffee before the world turned to dust and flame. His wife’s laughter—then nothing.

The medics had pulled him from the rubble, restarted his heart, and told him he was lucky. He had never quite agreed.

After the hospital came the long unraveling: the sale of his apartment, the flight back to Oregon, the slow realization that he could now see and hear things most could not. Ghosts. Shadows. Whispers.

He’d thought Ashland, with its gentle rhythm and love of Shakespeare, would be a safe retreat—a quiet place to heal. Instead, the town had greeted him with spirits, mysteries, and one tenacious real estate agent who refused to let him vanish into solitude.

Carol glanced over from the driver’s seat, the violet tips of her black hair catching the sunlight, seeing the faraway look in his eyes. “You’re thinking too hard again.”

“Old habit.”

“About the past?”

He hesitated, then smiled faintly. “About how strange it is that ghosts find me no matter where I go.”

She reached over and gave his arm a reassuring squeeze. “Maybe they just know you listen.”

William turned his gaze toward the window, where the hills rolled by like soft green waves. “And perhaps,” he murmured, “they think I can help them find peace.”

“Then maybe,” she said, “after this week, you’ll finally let yourself do the same.”

He smiled at that, the corner of his mouth twitching. “With chocolate as therapy?”

“With chocolate,” Carol said firmly, “and good company.”

Dante, invisible in the back seat, gave a faint, approving purr that vibrated through the air like a small, private blessing.

***
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BEAR CREEK INN, THE Twenty-Fifth Annual Ashland Chocolate Festival

William Mills had no particular weakness for chocolate. Still, he began to suspect that he was in the minority.

From the moment he and Carol stepped through the glass doors of the Bear Creek Inn, a beautiful, sprawling hotel and convention complex set in the east hills, next to Bear Creek on the outskirts of Ashland, they were met with an intoxicating wall of cocoa-laced air, thick with the scents of melting ganache, caramelized sugar, and roasted nuts. The 25th Annual Ashland Chocolate Festival was in full swing. 

By the looks of the bustling vendor marketplace, the entire town, plus many out-of-town visitors, had succumbed to chocolate induced delirium.

William was still not fully at ease in crowds, having gone through a traumatic experience in the past year. He thought to himself, “Even though I would rather be at home cooking or reading, I will try to enjoy myself to please Carol.”

"Smell that?" Carol grinned, squeezing his hand as they moved through the crowd. "That's the scent of an entire week dedicated to indulgence."

William, still adjusting to the sheer volume of chocolate-themed fanfare, arched a brow. "I thought the scent of indulgence would be, say, an aged bourbon or a well-seared steak. But sure—let’s go with chocolate."

Carol bumped him with her shoulder. "Just give it a chance. You’re about to witness some serious chocolate artistry."

“I have heard some say that the very best chocolate is ‘to die for’. But I just hope we won’t be faced with another murder to solve. After the last two, we need a serious break.”

“Don’t worry, William,” Carol laughed. “No one is going to be murdered over chocolate.” And I’m sure Detective Argent needs a break from us, as well.”

William and Carol, in the past two months, with the help of various ghosts, had both annoyed and assisted Detective Dana Argent of the Ashland Police in solving two murders and associated mysteries.

Reflecting for a moment on the cases they had worked on, William was startled by a flash of silvery, semi-transparent white as the ghostly form of Dante, the ghost cat, silently moved along under the display tables.

Inside the hotel’s grand ballroom, long tables draped in deep brown and gold linens stretched across the floor, each lined with artisanal chocolatiers, bakers, and confectioners from across the West Coast. The room shimmered under rows of hanging fairy lights, casting a warm amber glow over displays of truffles dusted with edible gold, hand-painted bonbons, drinking chocolates spiced with cardamom, and glossy slabs of dark chocolate bark embedded with pistachios and dried cherries.

In a place of honor in the Ballroom, there was a glass case containing what was described as a rare French antique Chocolate Mold. William studied the intricate design. The mold was oval-shaped, made of aged copper coated with silver, and featured a raised relief of a lion and a serpent intertwined on the top.

Stepping closer to the display, Carol frowned. "What’s with the lion and snake?"

William replied, reading from an information card set in front of the mold, "This says that it is the maker's family crest. He believed that chocolate was a ‘Balance of power and temptation, like a lion and a serpent. Strength and sin.’”

Reflecting on this, William offered, Shakespeare would say that’s a dangerous pairing. The lion’s brute force and the serpent’s cunning—sounds like something Iago would admire.

Carol laughed, “This is what happens when I bring an amateur Shakespeare scholar to a chocolate festival. Let's go investigate this chocolate sin.”

William wasn’t exactly a chocolate skeptic, but he had never understood the kind of obsession that turned ordinary people into cocoa fiends. Judging by the gleeful expressions around him, he was standing in a den of true believers.

Carol tugged his arm. "Before we get lost in the sea of chocolate, I need you to try something."

She led him to a booth featuring a display of gluten-free chocolate almond tarts, their crisp, golden crusts cradling a dark chocolate filling so glossy it reflected the light like polished obsidian. A small handwritten sign read:

Almond Flour Chocolate Tart – No Gluten, All Flavor.

Carol picked up a sample, breaking off a small piece and offering it to William.

He accepted with some reluctance, only to pause the moment the rich, nutty bite melted on his tongue. Hints of espresso. A whisper of orange zest. The texture was silkier than he expected, the crust providing just the right contrast to the deep, bittersweet ganache.

He blinked. "Huh...humm...,"

Carol laughed, "Huh?"

William gestured vaguely with the half-eaten tart. "That’s... unexpectedly good."

She looked delighted. "Admit it, you might even like this festival."

He exhaled, already anticipating and accepting his fate. "Fine. I might... enjoy myself."

Carol patted his arm. "You’ll thank me later. Just wait, that was just the beginning. There is so much more for you to experience in the sometimes silly, but always delicious, wide world of chocolate."

Before William could argue, a sudden commotion rippled across the festival floor.

Raised voices. A sharp clatter of trays hitting the ground, truffles scattering on the floor.

William turned in time to see two rival chocolatiers standing toe to toe near a display of chocolate sculptures—their faces flushed, tempers ignited.

“You’ve always been a hack, Elias.” The voice belonged to a tall, sharp-featured woman in a tailored white chef’s coat. Her dark hair was swept into a high bun, her lipstick a bold, unyielding red. Maxine Vaughn, owner of Sweet Bliss, was a renowned chocolatier known for her delicate, floral infused ganache, sharp wit, and larger-than-life personality.

Facing her, Elias Harker, the brooding, enigmatic chocolatier behind The Chocolate Alchemist, exuded cool disdain as he wiped his hands on his apron. “Maxine, you’re overreacting. Again.”

“Overreacting?” Maxine’s voice pitched higher. “You stole my rose-infused dark chocolate recipe.”

Elias’s expression didn’t change, but the tick in his jaw suggested suppressed irritation. “I didn’t steal anything. You think you’re the only person in the world using roses in chocolate?”

Maxine took a step closer, her voice low and cutting. “I know what you did. I know all the details of your dirty deals, and I won’t let you get away with it. You are going to pay.”

Around them, festivalgoers whispered. A few wide-eyed vendors exchanged uneasy glances. A pair of portly local food bloggers exchanged gossip, “Well, I’m not surprised at all. He has always seemed shifty to me. And his truffles are just too much, too overdone.”

Her friend whispered loud enough for William and Carol to hear, “She is such a battle-ax, but he is quite brave. I would never pick a fight with her.”

Carol leaned toward William. Chuckling and saying, “Think we should step in and order the children into ‘time-out’?”

William considered it. “Only if they start throwing ganache at each other.”

Carol’s lips twitched, but something in her expression suggested unease. “Jokes aside... something feels seriously off.”

William agreed. He’d seen plenty of professional rivalries before, but there was something deeper in Maxine’s fury, something genuinely personal and threatening.

Before he could say anything else, Maxine turned on her heel and stormed away, leaving Elias standing stiffly among the scattered trays of truffles.

The festival buzzed with murmurs, speculation rippling through the crowd.

A French chocolatier with a strong accent commented, “Ah, whaht a seel-ee stohrm een a co-coo cohp, mais oui.”

Carol exhaled. “Well. That was just a tiny bit dramatic.”

William brushed a few stray crumbs off his fingers, his gaze still lingering on Elias. “This festival just got a lot more interesting. I might enjoy myself after all.”
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Chapter Two
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Chocolate and Wine

***
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FRIDAY NIGHT – THE Chocolate Maker’s Wine Dinner, Globe Springs Hotel dining room, downtown Ashland.

***
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THE GLOBE SPRINGS HOTEL had always been a beacon of old-world charm in Ashland, with its stained-glass windows, dark wood paneling, and flickering candlelight that gave the dining room a warm, theatrical glow. Tonight, the air in the room was filled with the soft clinking of glasses, hushed conversation, and the rich, heady aroma of chocolate-laced cuisine.

William adjusted his cuff and glanced around as he and Carol followed the maître d’ to their seats. The Chocolate Maker’s Wine Dinner was an exclusive, multi-course pairing event, kicking off the festival in grand style. Each dish featured fine Oregon chocolate, paired with locally sourced ingredients and perfectly matched Rogue Valley wines.

"Now this," Carol said, smoothing the linen napkin over her lap, "is what I call a festival experience."

William tilted his head. "A five-course meal built around chocolate? I'm still unconvinced."

Carol arched a brow. "You do realize chocolate has been used in savory cooking for centuries, right? Ever heard of mole negro?"

"Of course," William said. "But mole isn’t dessert masquerading as dinner."

Carol shook her head with a laugh. "You're impossible."

Before he could respond, a polished voice rang out over the quiet hum of conversation.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Chocolate Maker’s Wine Dinner."

The voice belonged to Chef Franco De Tonie, the award-winning executive chef of Skyler Restaurant, the fine-dining establishment at the Globe Springs Hotel. Dressed in a pristine white jacket, his silver-streaked hair and effortless confidence made him look every bit the culinary maestro.

“Tonight,” he continued, “we embark on a journey of taste and tradition, where chocolate is not merely a confection but an elevated ingredient. From the bitter depths of Ecuadorian cacao to the floral notes of Madagascar vanilla, every element in this menu has been carefully crafted to complement the wine pairings selected by our sommelier."

Servers moved through the dining room, delivering the first course—a delicate amuse-bouche of goat cheese mousse, drizzled with white chocolate and honey, paired with a crisp Oregon Pinot Gris.

William took a cautious bite—and had to admit it worked. The tangy goat cheese paired perfectly with the subtle sweetness of the white chocolate, creating something surprisingly complex.

"See?" Carol nudged him. "Give chocolate a chance."

William exhaled, shaking his head. "Fine. One point for chocolate."

Carol smiled as she took a sip of her wine.

Across the room, tension simmered.

At a table near the center of the dining hall, a low argument was continuing between two festival celebrities, Maxine Vaughn and Elias Harker.

Maxine, impeccably dressed in a tailored midnight blue dress, leaned forward, her face showing smug satisfaction. Across from her, Elias Harker—tall, dark haired, and exuding an effortless air of indifference—swirled his wine lazily in his glass, refusing to meet her gaze.

“I know exactly what you’ve done, Elias.” Maxine’s voice was low and measured. “I offered to help you out in good faith. But you turned me down.”

Elias took a slow sip of his wine. “Maxine, I genuinely don’t have the energy for your continuing dramatics tonight. I will repeat, I do not need your money or your so-called ‘help’.”

William, seated just a few tables away, noted the tightness in Elias’s jaw. For someone who supposedly didn’t care, he was hiding his irritation poorly. William had assumed that he would not need to use his sharp observation and investigation skills at a chocolate-tempered dinner, but it appeared that he was mistaken in thinking this.

Carol, who had also noticed the exchange, murmured, “Should we be watching this?”

William didn’t answer immediately. In his experience, whispered threats at expensive dinners never led anywhere good.

Maxine leaned even closer, her fingers curling against the tablecloth. “You’ve been stealing from me for years. Do you think I don’t know? This time, I have proof of that... and of something else. Something so much more serious.”

Elias’s hand stuck to his wine glass. His voice, when he finally spoke, was quieter. “You don’t want to do this.”

Maxine gave a small, sharp smile. “Oh, but I do. I’ve made you an offer that will save your ass. Don’t be a fool.” Then, with a deeper smile, she offered, “Well, you could always come work for me. I might be able to teach you a thing or two about chocolate. And about the other thing... that concerns you. I know all about it.” 

A tense silence stretched between them.

Then, as if aware of the growing attention around them, Maxine abruptly straightened, picking up her glass. “Enjoy your meal, Elias. While you still have a business to enjoy.”

With that, she lifted her wine in a mock toast, then took a long, slow sip, her eyes never leaving his.

Elias set down his glass with a little too much force.

Carol exhaled. “Well. That was unsettling.”

William agreed, but he said nothing. Instead, he filed the moment away in his memory, a nagging feeling settling in his gut. His experiences in Israel, investigating and arresting antiquity thieves and smugglers, had taught him to be on guard. He had learned to notice small things that others might miss.

By the third course—a braised short rib with dark chocolate jus, paired with a bold Syrah—the tension at Maxine and Elias’s table had somewhat dissipated, though both remained stiff and guarded.

But some movement caught William’s attention. Maxine had switched tables to one near the back of the dining room and was now leaning in toward a man in an expensive charcoal-gray suit. He was older, distinguished looking, with silver at his temples and sharp, calculating eyes. He sat still, sipping port like a man who had never feared consequences.”

They spoke in low, urgent voices.

At one point, Maxine’s expression hardened, her fingers tightening around her wine glass, clinking it against her plate with a sharp sound. The man murmured something, and her lips pressed into a thin, determined line.

Then—something changed.

The man’s hand moved beneath the table. A quick, subtle motion—a transfer of something small and flat.

An envelope? A folded note?

Maxine’s fingers closed around it, her nails digging into the paper, making a sharp crinkling sound as they scraped it into a pocket in her dress.

William frowned, his sharply honed instincts kicking in. He had witnessed too many clandestine exchanges during his time in Israel, and none of them had ever led anywhere good.

Whatever Maxine Vaughn had just been given, it wasn’t an invitation to a tea party. He was reminded of similar exchanges he had witnessed that had ended in deadly results.

Carol followed his gaze. "What are you thinking?"

William’s gaze lingered on Maxine, who now sat perfectly still, staring at her plate with an unreadable expression.

"I think, after all," William murmured, "that someone at this festival might have secrets worth killing for."
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Chapter Three
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Wine and Chocolate

***
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FRIDAY NIGHT – THE Chocolate Maker’s Wine Dinner

***
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THE CHOCOLATE MAKER’S Wine Dinner was winding down, but the atmosphere inside the Globe Springs Hotel's dining room had taken on a strange undercurrent.

Soft laughter and the clinking of glasses filled the space, yet an unspoken tension loomed beneath the polished surface. Guests lingered at their tables, sipping the final wine pairing—a velvety port meant to complement a flourless chocolate cake drizzled with salted caramel.

William barely registered the decadent dessert in front of him. His mind was still on the quiet exchange between Maxine Vaughn and the silver-haired man in the charcoal suit.

Across the room, Maxine sat still, her fingers tapping the table absently, her mind elsewhere. The envelope—whatever it contained—had disappeared into the depths of her sleek navy dress.

William had no doubt she intended to use it.

"You're not eating," Carol observed, dabbing at her lip with a linen napkin. "That’s practically a crime at an event like this."

William blinked, dragging his attention back to her. "What?"

Carol gestured toward his plate with her fork. "Flourless chocolate cake. Dark, rich, decadent. And yet you’re ignoring it. Who are you and what have you done with the real William Mills?"

He exhaled, picking up his fork and taking a halfhearted bite. The bittersweet chocolate melted on his tongue, the hint of sea salt and caramel hitting all the right notes.

Carol laughed. "Better?"

He nodded, though his thoughts were elsewhere.

Carol studied him, then followed his gaze toward Maxine. She lowered her voice. "You're still thinking about that conversation, aren't you?"

"Did you see the way she took that envelope?" he murmured. "The way she reacted?"

Carol tilted her head and made a small, ironic laugh, "Well, it definitely wasn’t a casual note from a friend. Unless they have a rather unusual friendship."

William let his fork rest against his plate. "If I had to guess, I'd say Maxine was holding onto something big. Too big for someone with that many enemies. Maybe something she wasn’t supposed to have."

Carol took a slow sip of her wine. "And judging by that argument with Elias earlier, she's made a few enemies. Maybe more than a few."

Before William could respond, a voice cut through the murmur of the dining room.

"Russell, I don't care what you say. I know what you're doing, and I won’t stand for it."

The sharp, clipped words came from Maxine, her tone low but firm.

William turned just in time to see Maxine Vaughn staring down the same man she had been speaking to earlier, who had given her the note.

Russell, so that was his name.

Carol whispered, “That’s Russell Gaines. He’s a wealthy local investor.” 

Russel held his wine glass lazily, an expression of cool amusement on his face. "You’re making quite the scene, Maxine."

Maxine’s jaw tightened as she raised her voice again. "You should be worried about what I’m making. I have enough information to ruin you. The numbers from the Gainsley fund? They’ll look a lot worse in the hands of a reporter.”

Hearing this, a guest at a nearby table froze mid-bite, as other guests turned and looked in their direction.

Russell gave a slow, deliberate sip of his port before setting the glass down. "Maxine, Maxine, you always were dramatic."

A server lingered a little too long near Maxine’s table, clearly eavesdropping, then, when the two turned and noticed him, quickly moved away.

Maxine abruptly stood up and leaned in, a grin on her face, her voice dropping to a whisper. William couldn’t hear her exact words, but he saw the way Russell’s expression darkened.

Whatever she just said had struck a sharp nerve.

William had seen this kind of grin before. Usually, it was on the face of someone who already knew where the bodies were buried.

Carol shot William a look. "This keeps getting more and more interesting. She is going after everyone here."

William didn’t respond. He was too busy filing away every detail—the controlled anger in Maxine’s posture, the way Russell’s grip on his glass tightened, the small, involuntary flicker of something like panic in his eyes.

He had a feeling Maxine wasn’t bluffing.

And if that was true—if she really had something that could take Russell Gaines down—then one question remained.

Her wineglass trembled as she raised it again, barely, but enough for William to wonder: Would she live long enough to use it?
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Chapter Four
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A Fatal Scream

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT, THE Bear Creek Inn

***
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BY THE TIME WILLIAM and Carol returned to the Bear Creek Inn, the very late evening had settled into a comfortable, post dinner, chocolate-induced haze.

They walked through the quiet hotel lobby, past the flickering retro-modern fireplace, the lingering scent of chocolate and wine still clinging to the air.

"I have to admit," William said as they stepped into the elevator, "that dinner was better than I expected."

Carol grinned. "I’ll take that as a win."

The doors slid shut, and as they rode up to their floor, Carol leaned against the wall, watching him. "Are you still thinking about Maxine?"

William exhaled. "Yes, aren't you?"

Carol tilted her head. "Yeah. I hope she knows what she is doing with her threats."

The elevator chimed, and they stepped out into the hallway, making their way toward their rooms.

"I just keep thinking," William said as he pulled his key card from his pocket, "if she really had proof of something, why not go public with it? Why hold onto it?"

Carol frowned. "Maybe she was waiting for the right moment. Maybe she wanted to use it as leverage. Maybe for blackmail?"

William nodded, slipping the key into the door. "And if that’s the case, whoever she was threatening wouldn’t have much reason to let her keep it."

A chilling thought.

One Carol clearly shared, judging by the look in her eyes.

She hesitated at her own door. "You don’t think?"

Then, a piercing scream tore through the hotel.

A scream that sent an icy jolt through William’s veins.

He froze, heart hammering.

Carol’s breath caught. "Was that?"

Another scream, this one muffled and cut short.

Then, silence.

For a single, unnerving second, nothing moved.

Then, as if the building had suddenly taken its first breath, doors flew open up and down the hall.

William and Carol rushed toward the sound, their footsteps pounding against the carpeted hallway.

They rounded the corner and saw the small gathering of horrified guests outside one of the suites. The guest who had screamed was hyperventilating as she tried to calm herself.

William pushed through the crowd just as someone gasped in shock.

And there, on the floor, partially obscured by the overturned piece of furniture, her once pristine dress stained with something darker... was Maxine Vaughn.

Lying perfectly still, collapsed on the floor, the deep navy of her dress pooling around her, a shattered glass of Syrah soaking into the carpet beside her. Her skin was pale, her breath shallow, her lips slightly parted as if she had tried to call for help but never quite managed.

She was alive—but just barely.

William took a step forward, his instinct kicking in, but Carol grabbed his wrist. "Don't touch anything," she whispered.

Someone shouted, “Call 911.”

Hotel guests clustered at the doorway, their voices hushed but frantic.

"I saw her at dinner—she said she wasn’t feeling well."

"Maybe she had too much wine."

"She was fine an hour ago."

William tuned them out, focusing instead on the details.

Something was wrong.

Maxine’s arms were limp at her sides, her head tilted slightly, her breathing slow but erratic. There were no apparent wounds, no signs of struggle, yet the scent of spilled wine and expensive perfume wasn’t the only thing lingering in the air.

William inhaled carefully. There it was.

A faint, bitter scent.

His pulse quickened.

Carol noticed the shift in his expression. "William?"

He leaned in slightly, eyes narrowing at the half-empty wine glass near Maxine’s hand. The scent was subtle, almost masked by the wine’s tannins and fruit notes, but unmistakable.

The smell of bitter almonds, faint but sharp, rushed back to him. It was a smell he’d once associated with war zones and autopsies. His stomach twisted. 

He murmured, his voice low, “It’s Cyanide.”

Carol gripped his arm, whispering, “Poison? Is there anything we can do to help her?"

William gave a slight, tight nod, answering yes to the first question, followed by his head shaking no to the second one.

A woman in the hallway gasped. "Is she dead?"

Before anyone could answer, a sharp, authoritative voice cut through the noise.

"Everyone, back up. Now."

Detective Dana Argent strode into the room, her expression already halfway to exasperated as her sharp gaze landed directly on William and Carol.

"Of course, you two are involved."

William didn’t bother protesting. Carol lifted a hand in mock innocence. "Technically, we just found her."

Argent let out a slow breath of supreme irritation and turned toward the uniformed officer who had arrived behind her. "Get EMTs in here. Now."

The officer nodded sharply and stepped aside to radio for help.

After a minute of hurried conversation on their radio, the officer said, “They have actually just arrived. Someone must have called for them just a few minutes ago. An EMT team was dispatched to a nearby call, which turned out to be a false alarm, and they were rerouted to this location. They will be here in the room shortly.”

Argent turned back to the scene, eyes scanning the room in quick, efficient sweeps. Her gaze landed on the mostly untouched tray of chocolate samples near the minibar. Her lips pursed.

"She must have eaten something. It looks like two or three of the samples were eaten."

William nodded. "She was poisoned."

Argent’s head snapped toward him. "You sure about that?"

William gestured at the wine glass. "Cyanide. You can smell it—just barely. Bitter almonds."

Argent’s brows knitted. "Food poisoning was my first guess, but..." She trailed off, giving the wine a long, assessing look. "Alright. We’ll test it. But until we confirm anything, this is still a medical emergency, not an attempted murder."

William knew better.

Carol folded her arms. "Someone had to have been close enough to dose her drink or food without her noticing. Detective Argent, I think you need to test these chocolates as well. Don’t you?

Argent’s expression flickered slightly, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she turned to the officer at the door.

"Start taking statements from the guests who last saw her. EMTs should be here any second. Collect these chocolates, and what is left in that bottle of wine and the wineglass to test."

Less than five minutes later, two paramedics arrived, pushing through the gathering crowd with a rolling stretcher.

"She still has a pulse," one EMT confirmed in a gruff voice, kneeling beside her. "It’s weak, but she’s breathing. We need to transport her now."

Argent nodded. "Get her to the hospital and keep me updated."

William and Carol stepped aside, allowing the medical team to proceed with their work. William’s gut told him this was more than just an illness, but Argent had shut him down for now. 

William, usually very keen to observe every detail, noted that the two EMTs both had full beards and mustaches and were dressed oddly, with hats pulled low and tinted glasses. However, being half asleep and having had more than a few glasses of wine at dinner, he dismissed this information for the moment.

But, digesting their odd looks, William murmured, “Since when do EMTs wear tinted glasses indoors, and at night?”

"Come on," Carol murmured, tugging at his sleeve. "We should go."

William hesitated, but she was right. The professionals were here—and for now, this wasn’t their fight.

As they stepped out of the suite, hotel staff moved in to clear out the hallway.

They had no idea that within an hour, Maxine Vaughn would vanish.
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Chapter Five
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A Shocking Discovery

***
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EARLY THE NEXT MORNING, the Bear Creek Inn

***
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WILLIAM WAS ASLEEP when the phone rang. He was dreaming once again of Ophelia Beckworth, the blue lady ghost who haunted the Butler Perozzi fountain in Lithia Park, as well as the condo he had purchased in the restored Victorian mansion that she had grown up in. In this often-repeated dream, he saw her running in the rain in Lithia Park... She seemed to be running towards someone while simultaneously running away from someone, stumbling and falling in the dark and rain. Her ghostly voice haunted him as she called out, “Help me... someone...please... help me...”

The sound of the phone jolted him awake, his pulse already kicking into high gear from the dream before he even registered what time it was.

Carol’s voice was groggy but sharp from the other end. "Turn on the news."

William fumbled for the remote, squinting as the dim glow of the TV screen flickered on.

The local morning news anchor’s voice was calm—too calm.

"Breaking news this morning from the Ashland Chocolate Festival, where what was thought to be an equipment malfunction has now led to a shocking discovery...”

The camera cut to the festival floor, where police had cordoned off an entire section. In the center of the screen, a large stainless-steel vat loomed, customarily used for holding melted chocolate for live demonstrations.

But today, it was a crime scene.

"Authorities are investigating how the body of chocolatier Maxine Vaughn was found fully submerged in a vat of tempered chocolate overnight. Originally believed to be an accident, new details are emerging—"

William sat up, fully awake now. "No. Oh my God, that’s not possible.” 

Carol’s voice was tense. "She was in her hotel room. We saw her. But now, it looks like someone has silenced her. I think this is murder. She said she was going to ruin someone, and now she’s gone.”

William’s thoughts raced. 

They had left her in the care of EMTs. She was alive when they last saw her. Yet, now hours later, she had been found dead, apparently drowned in a vat of chocolate downstairs.

His blood ran cold.

Someone had taken her. Those EMTs were somehow intercepted, or something worse had happened. Someone had made sure she didn’t make it to the hospital.

And now, someone had staged her death to look like an accident.

***
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SATURDAY MORNING. CHOCOLATE Festival Exhibit Hall, Bear Creek Inn Ballroom

Detective Dana Argent stood near the cordoned-off section of the festival floor, her arms crossed, her jaw set in a hard line of irritation. This was supposed to be a simple, relaxing festival weekend for her, with chocolatiers showcasing their craft and tourists indulging in artisanal sweets. Argent was in attendance, staying at the Inn to enjoy the festival and satisfy her secret love of all things chocolate. It was not meant to be a murder scene.

And yet—here she was, faced with another bizarre murder mystery, coincidentally shared once again with two very annoying local amateur detectives, William Mills and Carol Lindsey.

Maxine Vaughn’s body had been found just before dawn, fully submerged in tempered chocolate inside one of the festival’s demonstration vests.

At first, it appeared to be a terrible accident.

Until someone pointed out, she had already been declared missing hours earlier, when she never arrived at the Ashland Hospital.

And until the medical examiner's preliminary report concluded that she had been poisoned and drugged before she ever reached the vat.

Detective Argent realized she now had a series of problems: a murder case with a woman who was at first poisoned and drugged, and then intercepted from transport to the hospital, and then finally killed by being submerged in a vat of melted chocolate... and finally, of all things, a very valuable missing antique chocolate mold.

***
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WILLIAM AND CAROL ARRIVED at the ballroom entrance just in time to see festival staff scrambling to calm guests.

Word was already spreading.

"What do you mean we can’t go in yet?" a woman in a cashmere coat demanded at the ticket counter. "I paid for a VIP pass."

A festival staff member gave her a strained smile. "We’re experiencing a delay due to... an incident."

"An incident?"

Carol leaned toward William, voice low. "It hasn’t even been a full twelve hours, and half the town probably already knows."

William wasn’t surprised. This was Ashland. Rumors spread faster than melted chocolate on a summer day.

As they reached the security checkpoint, an Ashland PD officer spotted them and muttered something into his radio.

Seconds later, Detective Argent appeared, looking like she was running on caffeine and spite.

"You two. Again. I was told you were here."

Carol sighed. "Look, I know it seems like we enjoy stumbling onto murder scenes, but—"

"But here we are," William finished dryly.

Argent pinched the bridge of her nose. "Do I even want to ask why you’re here?"

William folded his arms. "Well, we were here for the festival, and we’re staying at the Inn. But now, at this moment, we’re here because Maxine Vaughn was poisoned in front of an entire festival of people, then somehow ended up drowned in chocolate before anyone could stop it."

Carol added, "And because I think you could use an extra set of eyes."

Argent gave them both a long, exasperated stare.

Then she sighed. "Fine. You can listen, but you don’t touch anything, you don’t interrogate anyone, and you don’t—"

"—get in your way," William finished. "We wouldn’t dream of it."

Argent clearly didn’t believe him. But she stepped aside and added, “One thing you can do to help me is to keep a lookout for that chocolate mold. It has vanished from the display case. It’s one more headache I need to worry about.”

Carol added, "Well, let’s get started. Detective, we’ll let you know if we find out anything." 

***
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WILLIAM AND CAROL HEADED up to Maxine Vaughn’s Room to take a look and see if Detective Argent's officers had missed any clues.

With no one out in the corridor to see them and the door slightly ajar, they stepped under the yellow crime-scene tape and slipped into the room.

“Something about this room feels too curated,” Carol said, scanning the suite. It looked as if it had been staged for catalog photos rather than for a crime scene.

William nodded slowly, stepping past the overturned velvet fainting couch and pausing by the corner where Maxine’s vintage travel trunk sat, its brass clasps still gleaming under the lamplight. The plush carpet looked freshly vacuumed, except for the spot where Maxine had fallen and spilled her wine. The air was vaguely scented with rosewater, sour wine, and sugar.

“Argent said nothing was removed from the room,” Carol reminded him. “But I don’t think she’s ever packed for a chocolate festival.”

“Or a murder,” William added grimly, his eyes narrowing.

Behind him, Dante, the ghost cat, had appeared silently near the velvet settee. The feline shimmered faintly in the window’s dull light, ears flattened, tail lashing once, then again.

He paced. Back and forth. Back and forth. Then, suddenly, he stopped and jumped onto the settee.

His pale ghost paws pushed against a satin cushion. It tumbled to the floor with a soft thump, followed by the almost silent sound of Dante’s ghostly paws hitting the carpet. William turned just as the cat lifted a paw and tapped the fainting couch’s leg, where a sliver of something metallic glinted from the shadows.

William crouched, brushing aside the edge of the settee’s skirt.

There, half-buried in the pile of the carpet, was a rectangular fragment of something copper with a silver coating. It had a faint rose petal design pressed into one side.

“Thank you, Dante.”

He pulled it free carefully, tilting it toward the light. The metal was heavier than expected. The rose design was familiar—eerily familiar.

Carol knelt beside him, her violet-colored eyes widening.

“Is that... part of the antique mold?”

“I believe so,” William murmured, turning it over. “Copper with silver. Embossed. See this tiny latch groove?” He ran a finger along the barely visible ridge near the break. “This was a working mechanism. Maybe a cover for an opening?”

“Argent said that the chocolate mold was missing from the display case. That someone apparently stole it. Let's look through the room to see if the rest of it is here.”

Setting the metal piece back on the floor near where Dante had found it, they walked around the room, carefully looking in the drawers and closet, and opening Maxine’s trunk to see if they could find the rest of the mold. After a fruitless search, it appeared that the rest of the mold was not in the room.

Carol leaned closer, brow furrowing, looking at the metal piece once more, “It’s broken clean at the hinge. Like someone forced it open.”

William nodded. “And here—” he pointed at a faint mark along the side, “it’s an engraved numeral. A stylized four. Not just decorative.”

“A set?” she guessed.

“Or a code.”

They fell silent. The air in the room seemed to grow colder, the corners darker.

Dante let out a low, humming sound—almost a purr, but with something off about it. He circled the copper fragment again, then backed away and leaped lightly onto the windowsill, tail flicking. He stared pointedly at the pond below.

William, still looking around the area on the floor where Dante had found it, picked it up and held the fragment in his hand.

It was warm. Warm.

He frowned. The metal should have been cool. The suite wasn’t overheated. Yet the piece gave off a faint heat, not quite natural. Not quite explainable.

Carol noticed it too. “Is it...?”

“Yes.” He looked up at her. “It’s responding to my touch, and or to something or someone else.”

“To what?”

He glanced toward the window, where Dante the ghost cat now stood entirely still, staring out into the drizzle.

“To her,” he said softly. “To memory. To something hidden.”

He turned the fragment over once more. Beneath the petal design, faintly—very faintly—was a name scratched in the copper with a pin or nail:

"Beckworth."

“We need to tell Argent what we found here”, Carol said, “And how it appears to connect with our Blue Lady mystery.”

“Yes, maybe... Though remember that our detective doesn’t believe in our ghost stories.

“Well, once again, she has no choice.”
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Chapter Six
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Silence of Chocolate 

***
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SATURDAY MORNING. CHOCOLATE Festival Exhibit Hall, Bear Creek Inn.

***
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BACK DOWNSTAIRS ON the festival floor, things were eerily quiet. The demonstration area, where chocolatiers had planned to showcase techniques such as tempering and truffle-making, was now surrounded by police tape.

And in the center of it all—the stainless-steel vat.

The one that had held Maxine Vaughn’s body.

William studied it carefully. The vat had usually been set to a tempering heat, meaning the chocolate was warm but not boiling; however, someone had turned the temperature up to near boiling. And the outer rim was too high, making it impossible for someone to fall in by accident.

Someone put her in there.

Carol sadly murmured, "What a way to go, and what a waste of a lot of really excellent chocolate,” adding, “She would’ve been unconscious already, so I suppose she couldn’t taste it as she went under."

Giving Carol a quizzical look at her comment, William nodded. “Poisoned first and then drowned in her favorite thing, chocolate... Then, it was staged to look like an accident. Death by chocolate, indeed.”

“But why go to all that trouble?” Carol asked.

“Revenge?” William suggested. “But for what?”

Detective Argent approached the two of them, “Well, have you two found anything that can help me solve this case? And, please, no ghost stories.”

“Well, we did visit Maxine’s room, and we did find something.” 

As Argent scowled at this admission, William reached into his pocket and unfolded his handkerchief to reveal the rectangular-shaped piece of copper. 

“It appears to be a part of the missing chocolate mold,” Carol added. And we were guided to it by our ghost Cat, Dante.”

“Your ghost cat is here?” Argent said, while quickly looking around with nervous eyes.

“Well, Dante was in the room when we went up to take a look.”

Shaking her head, Detective Argent just sighed and said,” Well, I guess a ghost cat can’t contaminate a crime scene. And I hope you two didn’t either?”

“We were quite cautious not to. We carefully searched the rest of the room visually for the mold but found nothing. Your officers could do a more thorough search to see if she hid it in her trunk or somewhere.”

Argent quietly examined the piece of copper. “I will have them do a complete search. It appears that Maxine had the missing chocolate mold in her room. And that she opened a secret part of it.”

“Yes, and if you look at the engraving on the copper, this mold may be connected to the old Ophelia Beckworth mystery,” Carol said. “And of course... Sorry, Detective Argent, but also to our Blue Lady ghost mystery.”

William glanced at Argent. "And so, the question now is, where’s the rest of the missing chocolate mold?"

Argent’s expression darkened. "That’s the additional mess I’m dealing with. And now, with you two involved, I’ve got ghosts to deal with again... as well."

Argent pulled out her notebook. "A vendor reported it missing this morning. It was supposed to be displayed at the VIP dinner last night."

"The Chocolate Maker’s Wine Dinner. I remember seeing it there," William said.

Carol frowned. "Maxine was at that dinner too."

Argent nodded. "And according to multiple witnesses, she bragged about acquiring something special."

William’s brain kicked into gear. "You think she bought or stole the mold? But from whom? Do we know who the owner is or was?"

"I don’t know who the owner is. And now, maybe someone stole it from her?" Argent countered.

Carol tilted her head. "So, do you think the murder and the theft are connected?"

Argent let out a long sigh. "Right now, I think everything is connected. And I don’t like any of it, including your ghosts." Still shaking her head, she walked away down the exhibit hall.

As Carol and he stood near the chocolate vat, William mentally laid out the pieces. Maxine was apparently poisoned at the festival dinner.

She was still alive—but barely—when she was found in her hotel room.

EMTs were called and arrived quickly after being nearby on a false alarm. However, she vanished before, after, or en route to the hospital and never arrived.
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