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WICKED WITCH MURDER

“Libby! Libby!” she shouted, but all she got was a sharp bark, as if the dog was summoning her. Lucy checked her watch. It was nearly three. She really needed to get back home and start that pot roast and here the dog had gotten herself into trouble. Stuck in a bunch of brambles or something. So she trudged on, calling the dog and getting barks in reply until she came out of the woods and found the dog standing in the middle of a circular clearing.

“What?” she demanded. “You couldn’t come to me? I had to come to you?”

But the dog didn’t come to her, even then. She remained in place, fixed on a tree with a blackened, bulbous trunk.

A fire? Lucy wondered, stepping closer for a better look until she was practically overcome by a powerful stench of decay. There was no doubt, she realized with horror as she discovered whitened bones and bits of charred cloth, that she’d stumbled upon the burned body of a human being . . .
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Prologue

Mind the witches’ rede ye must, 
in perfect love and perfect trust.

 


 


 


Diana Ravenscroft was shivering but told herself it was not fear, but simply excitement. She had absolutely nothing to dread from the people standing in the circle, waiting for her. They were all Wiccans and had pledged perfect love and perfect trust. No, it was excitement . . . and the cool weather.

Spring comes late in Tinker’s Cove, Maine, and it was decidedly chilly on the last day of April, and even cooler as darkness fell. The full moon was shining brightly and the trees’ budding branches were a tangle of black scribbles against a navy blue sky. Her senses were sharper than usual, and she was aware of the cool breeze that fluttered her sacred garments, the salty tang of the coastal air, the prickly grass beneath her bare feet. The earth felt ripe to her, ready to burst into leaf and flower, as she approached the magick circle.

It was fitting, she thought, that Lord Malebranche had chosen this night, Beltane, for the ritual that would raise her to the third degree as a high priestess in the coven. Only a witch can make a witch and only a high priest can make a high priestess, and Diana had been his student for months now. It had been a demanding apprenticeship, and she had struggled to memorize the chants and magickal properties, the spells and rituals, all of which had to be performed precisely, because a simple mistake could unleash powerful destructive forces.

But the craft, as any witch would tell you, wasn’t about destruction. It was all about the five elements in nature: fire, water, earth, air, and spirit. The practitioners sought ecstatic union with the forces of the universe and tried to live in harmony with natural laws. And now, just as she had spent the last months in quiet study and meditation in preparation for this night, so had the natural world been resting and gathering strength for the great season of rebirth, renewal, and growth that was to come.

Diana felt she was on the brink of something, and she hoped she was ready, worthy of taking the next step. Because tonight, for the first time, she would be celebrating the annual Beltane sabbat skyclad, demonstrating the commitment the craft demanded. And there was more. Until now, the mystic union of male and female had only been symbolized by the dipping of a finger in a chalice of water or by slipping an athame, the ritual dagger, into a cup of wine. But tonight it would be the real thing: Lord Malebranche would consummate her ascension to the high priesthood before the entire coven.

And now they were gathered, a small group to be sure, but they were none the less fervent for that. Lady Sibyl was casting the circle, clearing it of all maleficent forces and preparing this forest clearing for the midnight ritual. Diana took her place in the circle, planting her feet in the good earth and raising her palms and face to Goddess Moon. Then, with a flash of light, the great Beltane fire was alight and Lord Malebranche stood before her, magnificent in his horned nakedness. The members of the coven began chanting and drumming, and with a snap of his fingers, Lord Malebranche released the shoulder clasps of her ritual garment and it fell to the ground, around her ankles. He then took her hand and drew her toward the flickering fire in the center of the circle, her white body bathed in moonlight. When she arose, she would be Lady Diana, High Priestess of the Silver Coven.




I

FIRE


The Ordains have spoken: 
When winter’s icy grasp is broken, 
When the warming sun returns, 
Let the Beltane fires burn.







Chapter One

She didn’t believe in any of it, not for a minute, thought Lucy Stone. She was a hardheaded reporter for the Pennysaver, the local weekly newspaper in Tinker’s Cove, Maine, and being skeptical was part of her job. No wonder, then, that all this nonsense about second sight and spells and magical powers didn’t impress her in the least. It was all fakery and trickery; you couldn’t fool her. So when Pam Stillings announced she’d made an appointment for them all to have a psychic reading after their regular Thursday morning breakfast, she’d been less enthusiastic than the others but didn’t want to be left out either. But as far as she was concerned, the only reason she was going along with her friends on this late June morning to Solstice, the new shop in town owned by Diana Ravenscroft, was to see if she could figure out how it was done. That was the only reason. Period. She was happily married, had four well-adjusted children and an adorable grandchild, and she wasn’t at all interested in meeting a tall, dark stranger or going on a long trip. And so far, none of her dear, departed relatives had tried to contact her, and that was the way she liked it.

“I’ve been dying to come here, ever since it opened,” said Pam as she slipped her aged Mustang into a parking spot in front of the little shop. “It’s so cute.” Pam was married to Lucy’s boss, Ted, and still retained the enthusiasm she’d displayed as a high school cheerleader.

The shop was cute; there was no denying that, thought Lucy, reaching for the car door handle. It was located in a quaint antique building that used to be a shoe store, with a little studio apartment upstairs. It was a bit like a child’s drawing, a cockeyed little square with a triangle perched on top. Even though it was at least a century old, maybe more, it had gone largely unnoticed, tucked behind an overgrown garden, until Diana moved in and painted it lavender with purple trim. The rampant vines and weeds had been tamed, window boxes overflowing with petunias accented the mullioned display windows that were filled with crystal pendants that caught the light, an assortment of bath and body products were arranged in pyramids, and there was a smattering of books and hand-made jewelry. A black cat was curled up on a thick green velvet cushion, asleep in a patch of sun.

“This ought to be a hoot,” said Sue Finch, flipping down the sun visor and checking her lipstick in the mirror before opening the door and gracefully exiting the car. Sue was the only woman in the little seaside town who consistently wore high heels, and she got her hair done in New York City when she visited her daughter, Sidra, who was an assistant producer for The Norah! Show. “I hear psychics are all the rage now. All the stars have their favorite fortune-tellers, and Sidra says Norah’s even doing a show on them.”

“That doesn’t surprise me one bit,” said Rachel Goodman with a nod that sent her black-rimmed glasses sliding down her nose as she scrambled out of the backseat. “There are mental forces we don’t understand. The mind is very mysterious.” Rachel had been a psych major in college and had never really gotten over it.

“It’s just a lot of hooey,” muttered Lucy as they trooped through the shop door. “Unhappy, desperate people will cling to anything.”

“If you really believe that, then why did you come?” asked an ethereal voice, coming from above.

Lucy followed the sound and found Diana Ravenscroft perched atop a tall ladder in the corner, watering a hanging plant. Her long hair flowed over her shoulders in a tumble of auburn waves, and she was dressed in a form-fitting velvet gown the color of a fine aged wine. A graceful alabaster arm extended from the loose sleeve as she tipped the watering can and released a stream of silvery water into the hand-crafted pot containing a lush fuschia dripping with purple and magenta flowers.

“Why not?” responded Lucy, rising to the challenge. “Are you afraid I might see through your tricks?”

Diana smiled sweetly. “Not at all,” she said, descending with a light step and setting the watering can on a table, beside a display of variously colored candles. “I’m the genuine article, a high priestess in the Wiccan religion. I even have a title: Lady Diana.”

Give me a break, thought Lucy.

“You actually consider yourself a witch?” asked Rachel.

“Oh, yes,” said Diana. “I’ve even got a familiar, my cat. His name is Piewocket.”

“Do you belong to a coven?” asked Pam.

“I do, but not all witches belong to covens. There are a number of solitaires, who practice alone.”

Sue, ever the shopper, was examining a display of gemstone and silver jewelry. “How do you become a witch? Is it something you can learn, or are you born with it?”

“A little of both,” said Diana. “I always knew I was a bit different. They called me ‘sensitive’ as a child. I remember bursting into tears one time, apparently for no reason at all, and then we got a call that my brother had been hit by a car while bicycling and was taken to the hospital.”

“Oh, my goodness,” gasped Pam.

Diana smiled. “He was fine, just a broken arm.” She paused. “But it made me wonder about myself. And then when I heard about Wicca, I began to read and study and eventually found others like myself. I guess I have always been a witch, but I’ve been in the coven for only a few years now.”

“And are there a lot of witches around here?” asked Lucy, sensing a possible story for the Pennysaver.

“The ordains, the rules of the coven, prohibit revealing the identity of other witches,” said Diana. “I’m sure you understand, since witches have often been persecuted by those who fear the craft.” She smiled, making eye contact with each of them in turn. Lucy was surprised to feel a sense of warm relaxation when Diana’s gaze met hers. “There’s nothing to fear,” continued Diana. “The first and last rule of witchcraft is ‘An ye harm none, do as ye will.’ So, shall we begin the readings? I can do them individually or as a group.”

“Group?” asked Pam, checking with the others. Receiving nods all around, they followed Diana toward a curtained doorway in the rear of the shop. When she pushed it aside, they stepped into a small circular space hung all around with richly colored curtains in red, green, blue, and silver. A round table stood in the center, containing a crystal ball. The sight made Lucy giggle; it was such a cliché and she’d expected Diana to be a little more original.

“You’re laughing at my crystal ball?” asked Diana, amused.

“I’m sorry,” said Lucy. “It just struck me as corny.”

“I know,” admitted Diana. “But I’m fond of it. It was a gift from someone who is terribly dear to me.” Her back was to them as she busied herself at a small table covered with a cloth and two tall white candles at each corner, like an altar. A green candle stood in the center, along with two bowls. “I use a variety of methods: cards, palms, tea leaves. Whatever seems appropriate.” She turned and faced them, holding a dagger in one hand and a bowl in the other. “Seat yourselves and I will begin by casting a magick circle.”

The four friends obeyed, glancing at each other.

“Please join hands,” instructed Diana.

Lucy linked hands with Sue on one side and Rachel on the other; she smiled across the table at Pam, then turned to watch Diana.

“Watery cradle of life, bubbling source of creation, cleanse this space of any and all impurities and evil,” recited Diana, dipping the dagger into the water. Then she replaced the bowl on the altar and picked up another bowl containing salt. “Salt born of seawater, allow only good and beneficent forces to enter here and aid me in my work.” She dipped the dagger into the salt, then raised it. “So mote it be!”

Replacing the bowl of salt on the altar, she proceeded to walk clockwise in a circle around the table, holding the dagger. “I conjure and create this circle as a sphere of protection, free from all evil and negative forces. I now bless and consecrate this circle to be a place of peace, love, and power.” Then, taking her place, she set the dagger on the table and gazed into the crystal ball. Placing her hands over the ball, she made circular motions, then turned them palm sides up. “Visions now appear to me; only true ones will I see.”

She remained still, eyes closed, for a long few moments, then turned to Pam. “I see money. You’re anxious about money.”

Pam chuckled. “I think this recession is making everyone a bit nervous. We’re seeing all these foreclosures; the stock market is down; gas and groceries are up.”

Silently, Lucy agreed. Everybody was concerned about money; it was a sure bet for a so-called psychic.

“No, this is something to do with your husband. Perhaps he’s made an unwise investment?”

“Only if you call a newspaper an unwise investment,” replied Pam.

“No, not the newspaper. A car.”

Not exactly rocket science—everybody had a car, thought Lucy, but Pam was impressed.

“The hybrid?” she screamed, raising her eyebrows. “He just bought a hybrid!”

Diana shook her head. “I see him, parked on the side of the road, with the hood up. And there’s an odd sound, like clucking. Birds, maybe chickens.” She shrugged. “I’m not at all sure what this means.”

In spite of herself, Lucy felt the hairs on the back of her neck rising. “Ted was going out to Clark’s Chicken Farm to do a story about the rising price of eggs,” she blurted out. She stared at Diana. “How could you know that?” she asked, then quickly supplied an explanation. “You ran into him earlier, didn’t you? He must have told you!”

Diana smiled. “I haven’t left this building all day, but you don’t have to believe me.” Once again, she leaned over the ball and repeated the words: “Visions now appear to me, only true ones will I see.” She stared into the ball for a long time, then raised her head and looked at Sue. “I see worry and dollar signs and small children.”

Lucy’s skepticism returned as she thought she detected a method in Diana’s readings. The setting and the mumbo jumbo set the mood, and then she threw out some general ideas and waited for her clients to respond. But Sue, Lucy noticed, wasn’t playing along.

“What else do you see?” she asked.

“Another woman, a younger woman. She’s knocking on a door. It’s the door to a bank.”

“I don’t know how you could possibly know this,” mused Sue. “Chris went to the bank to apply for a loan this morning.” Chris Cashman was Sue’s partner in Little Prodigies Child Care Center, and they’d recently had a cash flow problem.

Diana smiled at her. “It’s just a temporary situation,” she said. “You’ll be able to pay off the loan in six months, and all will be well.”

Once again, Lucy found her skepticism returning. It was no secret that Sue was part owner of Little Prodigies; her photo was in every ad. And as for money troubles, the recession had hit a lot of families hard, and it was only to be expected that some would be struggling to meet their child care expenses.

Sue, however, had no such doubts. She seized on the good news, letting out a big sigh and laughing. “I can’t tell you what a relief this is. I was really worried.”

“No need to worry,” said Diana, bending once again over the crystal ball. “Mmm, this is odd,” she said, bending closer, then looking up at Rachel. “I see a very old woman, but she’s no relation of yours. A friend, perhaps?”

Rachel nodded. “I provide home care for an elderly friend.”

“That explains it,” said Diana, returning to the crystal ball. “Your friend is very old, right?”

Rachel nodded. “I worry about her. She’s well over ninety and increasingly frail.”

“No need to worry—she’s a tough old bird,” said Diana. “She’s going to be around for quite a while.”

Rachel pressed her hands together and beamed at Diana. “That is wonderful news. Thank you.”

Lucy, however, wasn’t convinced. Women their age were usually caring for at least one elderly person; it was yet another safe guess for Diana.

“Now for my doubting Thomas,” said Diana, repeating her invocation over the crystal ball. “Visions, now appear to me, only true ones will I see.” Then she opened her eyes, stared into the ball, and recoiled as if she’d been stung. She repeated the process, but it didn’t seem to work. Whatever she was seeing was still there, and Lucy knew it wasn’t good. “I don’t like what I see,” said Diana, pulling a pack of cards from beneath the table and shuffling them. “I’m going to try a different method—the tarot,” she said, laying out five cards and turning the first one over to reveal a figure hanging upside down. “The Hanged Man, Le Pendu.”

“That sounds ominous,” said Lucy.

“It’s not bad,” said Diana. “It means devotion to a worthwhile cause, but you might find that circumstances are turned upside down for a bit. Change is in the air.”

Lucy nodded and watched as Diana turned over the next card, revealing a knight on a handsome white stallion. This must be something wonderful, she thought. Her knight had come to rescue her. But Diana’s face was grave.

“Le Mort, Death,” she said, sighing. “Of course,” she added, “it can mean the end of a phase, not necessarily the end of life.”

“Absolutely, the end of a phase,” said Lucy, determined not to let this nonsense rattle her. “Let’s look on the bright side.”

But the next card, which pictured a blindfolded and caged figure, didn’t seem to offer much hope.

“The Eight of Swords. It generally indicates major difficulties and adverse circumstances,” said Diana.

“Well, I’ve still got two more,” said Lucy.

Diana revealed the fourth card, which showed a lively figure in medieval garb who seemed to be dancing. “This is better,” she said. “The Fool. I see energy and optimism, perhaps the beginning of a journey or an unexpected happening that will challenge you.”

“I’m up for it,” said Lucy, laughing, as Diana reached for the fifth and final card, which pictured a group of figures battling with staves.

“Five of Wands, the Lord of Strife,” said Diana, sounding disappointed. “I’m glad you’re ready, because it looks as if trouble is coming and it can’t be avoided.” She looked at Lucy. “I’m sorry. I wish I had better news for you.”

“Oh, well,” said Lucy, shrugging. “I don’t suppose it matters, because I don’t believe in this stuff anyway.”

Diana pressed her lips together, as if debating with herself. After a moment or two, she spoke. “I think you need to be careful.”

Her tone was so serious that it gave Lucy pause. “What did you see in the crystal ball?” she asked.

Diana’s face went pale. “I didn’t want to tell you—that’s why I used the cards. I was looking for more information so I could understand it better, perhaps find a broader context.” She paused and reached for Lucy’s hand. “It was fire,” she said, “and that’s not all. There were screams . . . screams in the night.”

Lucy considered for a moment, then smiled. “Well, as it happens, I put new batteries in the smoke alarms last week. So I think we’re covered.”

“I hope so,” said Diana, smiling back. Then, signaling that the reading was over, she covered the crystal ball with a cloth and collected the tarot cards. Rising from her seat and holding the dagger, she walked counterclockwise around them. “O mighty circle that has preserved and protected us, I now withdraw your force and release thee. So mote it be.”

Understanding that the session was now concluded, Sue asked how much they owed her for the readings.

“I cannot request or demand payment,” she said. “That is not the way of the craft. But if you would like to offer me something in return for my time, I would be honored to accept it.”

The four friends looked from one to the other, unsure what to do next. Finally, Rachel spoke. “Is there a customary offering?”

Diana produced a printed card. “Here are some guidelines,” she said, handing it to Rachel and then withdrawing through the curtain to the front of the shop.

Rachel held the card and they gathered around, looking over her shoulders at the neat list. In addition to readings, they saw that Diana offered spells, charms, and potions.

“Maybe you should get a protective charm, Lucy,” advised Pam. “They’re only fifteen to thirty dollars.”

“Everything is fifteen to thirty dollars,” observed Sue.

“Let’s give her twenty apiece and be done with it,” said Lucy. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s all a big scam. She scares you and then offers protection—just like the Mafia!”




Chapter Two

The Pennysaver came out on Thursdays, so that was always a light day for Lucy, who took the morning off but usually went in for a few hours in the afternoon to help Phyllis, who handled reception duties as well as the listings and classified ads.

“So how was the reading?” asked Phyllis, who was sitting at her usual spot behind the reception counter. She had recently lost quite a bit of weight and had given up her colorful muumuus in favor of more sedate clothing that showed off her figure, but she still dyed her hair a bright tangerine color and wore multicolored reading glasses. And her nail color changed weekly—this week it was lime green.

“She’s good, I’ll give you that. I don’t know how she does it, but she was right on target. She told Sue that her money troubles with Little Prodigies will clear up, told Rachel that Miss Tilley will be around for a good long while, and, you won’t believe this, told Pam that Ted was having car trouble out by the chicken farm.”

Phyllis’s jaw dropped. “That’s amazing. He called, just a minute or two before you came in. That expensive newfangled hybrid of his wouldn’t start when he finished interviewing Bruce Clark!”

Lucy took a minute to absorb this information. “There must be some rational explanation,” she said.

“What about you?” asked Phyllis. “What did she predict for you?”

“Nothing good,” said Lucy. “She said she saw fire and a lot of disruption in my life.”

“Oh, dear,” said Phyllis, handing her a stack of press releases to sort. “Are you worried?”

“I don’t believe in it, so why should I worry?” she replied, seating herself at her desk and checking her e-mail. There was nothing but a few jokes from friends, so she settled down to the task at hand, filing the press releases according to date. She was just finishing up when the little bell on the door jangled and a middle-aged man with shoulder-length gray hair and a silver beard walked in and went up to the counter. Despite his unconventional haircut, he was dressed like most men in town—in khaki pants and a plaid sports shirt. Lucy recognized Ike Stoughton, whom she’d encountered at various county meetings.

She knew that Ike, a licensed surveyor, had built a sterling reputation with his title-search company. If the title to a piece of property was unclear—which was a common occurrence thanks to missing or damaged town records and ancient deeds that set boundaries by referring to long-gone landmarks such as “the large elm tree” or “the stone fence”—it was generally agreed that Ike was the man to call, even though he didn’t come cheap. He had a gift for parsing ancient terminology and tracking down old wills and bills of sale to establish a single thread of ownership from a tangle of competing claims that had made him one of the county’s most successful businessmen.

“Can I help you?” asked Phyllis.

“Why, sure,” he said, producing a white businesssize envelope. “I’ve got a letter to the editor.”

“Ted’s not here right now, but I’ll make sure he gets it,” said Phyllis.

“I’d really appreciate it,” said Ike, looking around the office. “I was hoping to meet him. I just moved into town, you see.”

Hearing that, Lucy got up and approached him, hand extended. “I’m Lucy Stone. I’ve covered a few county meetings where you spoke.”

Ike took her hand. “Nice to meet you, Lucy.”

“When did you move to Tinker’s Cove?” she asked.

“I bought the old Whipple homestead back in April, but we moved in only a couple of weeks ago,” he replied.

Lucy knew the Whipple place, an eighteenth-century house just down the road from her house, on the other side of the creek. She rarely went that way and hadn’t noticed the long-vacant property was now occupied.

“That’s a beautiful old place,” she said. “I’m glad it’s not going to be empty any longer.”

“That’s a real antique,” said Phyllis, slipping the letter into Ted’s mailbox.

“You said it,” said Ike. “It needs a lot of work, but it’s going to be worth it.”

“Lucy lives out that way,” said Phyllis.

“That’s right, we’re on Red Top Road. Our place was a wreck when we first bought it. It took a lot of work and a lot of money, but I wouldn’t give it up now for anything.”

“Are you in the old farmhouse on top of the hill?” he asked. When Lucy nodded, he continued. “I think my daughter Abby has met your girls. Sara and . . .”

“Zoe,” said Lucy.

“That’s right. Zoe. They’re nice girls.”

“Thank you,” said Lucy, feeling slightly unsettled. How did he know her kids but she didn’t know his? It was time to get better acquainted. “The folks on Prudence Path are holding a neighborhood potluck this Saturday. Why don’t you come and bring the family?”

“That’s mighty nice of you,” said Ike. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting our neighbors.”

“See you Saturday,” said Lucy as Ike gave Phyllis a parting nod and left the office.

“Seems like a nice guy,” said Phyllis as the bell on the door jangled behind him.

“I hope so,” said Lucy. “You never know with neighbors.”

Phyllis adjusted her glasses and peered at her computer screen. “Yup. I love my neighbors, the Reeds. They’d be just about perfect if it weren’t for that noisy leaf blower.”

Lucy chuckled and went back to her filing, popping the last few press releases into the folder. “Budget meeting tomorrow?”

“Nine o’clock,” said Phyllis.

Lucy put on her jacket and slung her purse over her shoulder. “I’ll be here,” she said, and headed for the door. “Have a good evening.”

“You too,” said Phyllis as Lucy made her way through the office to the back door and the parking lot.

She was exiting onto Main Street when she remembered that she had planned to have strawberries for dessert, so instead of turning right, she went left, toward Rebecca Wardwell’s little homestead on the other side of town. Rebecca kept chickens and sold a variety of produce that was far superior to the supermarket version.

The strawberries were also a lot more expensive than the ones at the IGA, she discovered when she handed over a ten-dollar bill for two pints and got only a dollar back.

“Your price has gone up,” she commented, tucking the money in her pocket.

“My costs have gone way up,” explained Rebecca. As always, she was dressed in an old-fashioned sprigged cotton dress with leg-of-mutton sleeves. A starched lace cap covered her fine white hair, which was twisted into a straggly bun, but her feet were bare. Though she was approaching sixty, her pink cheeks were as plump and round as they ever were, but a few lines radiated from her eyes when she smiled, which was often.

“Oh, well, they’re worth it,” rationalized Lucy. “They taste a lot better than the ones from California.”

“I wait until they’re ripe before I pick them. That’s the trick,” said Rebecca. “Want to see my garden?”

“Sure,” said Lucy, jumping at the chance. She was an enthusiastic gardener, and Rebecca’s little plot was legendary for its productivity.

Lucy followed Rebecca through the squeaky gate. “I have to fence it because of the woodchucks,” she said. “Yesterday I left the gate ajar and look!” She pointed at a row of young pea plants, all nibbled down to nothing but stubs.

“It’s early—you can replant,” said Lucy, taking in the neat rows of vegetables interspersed with colorful cosmos, marigolds, and zinnias. “Your Swiss chard is ahead of mine,” she observed. “But my lettuce is bolting.”

“It has been awfully hot and dry this year,” commiserated Rebecca. “I’ve had to water, which I don’t like to do so early in the summer. It’s not even July.”

“Me too,” said Lucy. “My tomato plants wilted so badly I had to rescue them by watering them in the middle of the day, which I don’t like to do because they say it causes shallow root growth.”

“Once or twice in an emergency is all right, as long as you don’t make a habit of it,” said Rebecca, sounding as if she equated daytime watering with alcohol or drug abuse.

“Oh, I wouldn’t,” vowed Lucy, bending down to examine a thriving young squash vine. “What’s this? Zucchini?”

“Pumpkin. I saved some seed from last year and have high hopes for the giant pumpkin contest,” said Rebecca. She was staring at Lucy with an odd expression.

Lucy ran her tongue over her teeth, wondering if a piece of spinach or a poppy seed from her lunch had gotten stuck. But that wasn’t what was bothering Rebecca.

“You need to very careful for the next few days,” she said in a very serious voice. “Check smoke alarms, wear your seat belt, keep an eye out for trouble.”

“Why do you say that?” asked Lucy.

“No reason,” replied Rebecca with a shrug of her shoulders, sharp and bony under the lavender and black sprigged cotton. “I say that to everybody. It’s good advice. Trust me.”

“Thanks,” said Lucy, carefully carrying the strawberries, which were packed in recycled cartons without tops, back to the car. Twice now she’d been warned, in the same day. If this kept up, she told herself, she’d have to rethink her views about the supernatural.

But nothing happened on the way home. She had the road to herself. And the house too. Her husband, Bill, a restoration carpenter, was out on a job, and the two girls who were still home, Sara and Zoe, were volunteering at the Friends of Animals shelter. Toby, her oldest, was now married and lived with his wife, Molly, and baby son, Patrick, on nearby Prudence Path. Elizabeth, a senior at Chamberlain College in Boston, was spending the summer as an intern at a Cape Cod newspaper. Only Libby the Labrador was home, and she greeted Lucy enthusiastically with lots of tail wagging and attempts to lick her face.

“Down! Down!” ordered Lucy, holding the strawberries above her head, out of harm’s way. “I’ll take you for a walk, so calm down.”

Hearing the word “walk,” which was one of her all-time favorite words, Libby became more excited than ever, and Lucy opened the door, shooing her out of the house. Five minutes later, Lucy joined her in the backyard and they set off down the old logging trails that meandered through the woods behind the house.

Libby kept her nose to the ground, sniffing as she went, but Lucy was gazing at the cloudless blue sky and wondering when it was going to rain. Rebecca was right; it had been an awfully dry spring, and the summer ahead looked to be a scorcher. Fallen leaves and branches crackled underfoot, and the trees already had a forlorn, droopy appearance. It was so hot that even the birds were silent. Nonetheless, Lucy was enjoying herself. She’d had an especially busy week, with several nighttime meetings that ran late, and she needed to stretch out her muscles and use her body, even if it meant working up a sweat.

She put rather more energy into her walk than usual, and it wasn’t long before she realized she’d gone farther than she’d intended, following a path that she rarely took. She was also aware of an unpleasant, acrid scent and had decided to turn back when she realized the dog had disappeared.

“Libby! Libby!” she shouted, but all she got was a sharp bark, as if the dog was summoning her. Lucy checked her watch. It was nearly three. She really needed to get back home and start that pot roast, and here the dog had gotten herself into trouble. Stuck in a bunch of brambles or something. So she trudged on, calling the dog and getting barks in reply, until she came out of the woods and found the dog standing in the middle of a circular clearing.

“What?” she demanded. “You couldn’t come to me? I had to come to you?”

But the dog didn’t come to her, even then. She remained in place, fixed on a tree with a blackened, bulbous trunk.

A fire? wondered Lucy, stepping closer for a better look until she was practically overcome by a powerful stench of decay. There was no doubt, she realized with horror as she discovered whitened bones and bits of charred cloth, that she’d stumbled upon the burned body of a human being.




Chapter Three

Bent over double, Lucy stumbled to the edge of the clearing, where she was violently sick. Behind her, she could hear Libby barking frantically. When the retching stopped, she was still trembling, but she attempted to leash the dog. Libby, tail between her legs, was alternately darting at the thing on the tree and retreating. Once Lucy succeeded in fastening the clasp of the leash onto the dog’s collar and had her firmly under control, Libby began shivering and whining and pulling at the leash.

Giving the leash a yank, Lucy turned her back on the dreadful sight and pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. It took a couple of tries before she managed to punch in 911. When the operator answered, Lucy could barely get the words out.

“A b-b-body, b-b-burned, in the w-w-woods,” she stammered.

“Where is your location?” asked the operator in a crisp, unemotional tone.

“Th-the old logging road, off Red Top Road,” she said. “This is Lucy. I was out walking the dog.”

“Oh, hi, Lucy. Sounds like a hell of a thing,” responded the dispatcher. As a reporter, Lucy was a familiar figure at the police station. “Just stay put. I’m sending everything out there.”

“That’s not really necessary,” said Lucy, but she could already hear the siren that summoned the volunteer firefighters wailing in the distance. They would answer the call as quickly as possible, but she knew she had a bit of a wait, being so far out in the woods, so she settled herself on the ground with the dog beside her. Holding tight to Libby’s collar, she tried not to think of the gruesome scene behind her and focused on soothing the dog. It was about fifteen minutes later when the fire department’s brush breaker came barreling down the dirt road. Libby, who was still a shivering heap of misery, was back on her feet, announcing its arrival with loud barks. Sirens could be heard in the distance, evidence that more rescue vehicles were on the way.

“The fire’s out,” said Lucy when the two firefighters jumped out of the heavy-duty truck. She indicated the tree with a jerk of her head but wasn’t about to take another look.

“My God!” exclaimed one firefighter, taking in the horrible sight.

The other, younger man started to approach, then stopped when the stench hit him. “This is one for the medical examiner,” he said, retreating.

“It’s amazing the whole woods didn’t go up,” said the older man, studying the site.

“That tree’s by itself,” said the younger man, scratching his stubbly chin. “In the middle of this clearing. And it looks like whatever happened here happened a while ago.”

“Yeah,” said the older man, surveying the scene. “A lot of trees and brush have been cut. It’s almost like it was prepared on purpose for something like this.” He shivered. “This is an evil place.”

It was true, thought Lucy. It was as if the sap rising in the trees that circled the clearing was tainted and bilious, as if the ground beneath her feet were seething with nests of twisting snakes, a place where monsters lurked and the trees came alive, whirling around her.

Next thing she knew, she was on the ground and one of the firefighters was wrapping her in a foil shock blanket and Libby was licking her face. “You didn’t look too good there,” he said, handing her a lollipop.

“I just want to go home,” she said, obediently licking the pop and concentrating on the taste. It was grape, not her favorite.

“We’ll get you home soon but first I have a few questions.” Lucy sat up slowly and saw that the police and more fire trucks had arrived while she had been unconscious. Several cruisers with blinking lights were lined up on the dirt road, and a couple of officers were stringing yellow tape around the edge of the clearing. She recognized her questioner; he was one of the Kirwan boys. Todd, according to his nameplate. Dot Kirwan, who worked at the IGA, had produced a large brood of kids, most of whom now worked for the police and fire departments, including her oldest, who had recently been named chief of police.

“I don’t know anything,” said Lucy. “I was just walking the dog.”

Todd nodded. “You live nearby. Did you hear anything?”

Lucy thought of Diana Ravenscroft, who’d looked in her crystal ball and saw fire and heard screams in the night. But Lucy hadn’t heard any screams; she hadn’t seen any column of smoke rising from the woods or noticed any fire. Or had she? Perhaps one morning, months ago, hadn’t there been a smoky scent in the morning air that she’d attributed to a smoldering woodstove?

“Maybe, a couple of months ago, I thought I smelled smoke.”

“Can you be more specific than that?”

“It was a foggy, misty morning. Still cold. April, maybe early May?”

Todd nodded. “Just one more thing. Did you touch anything? Did the dog?”

“No, no,” said Lucy. “Once I realized what it was, I immediately leashed the dog. I was sick.”

“No wonder,” sympathized the officer. He wasn’t very old, not yet thirty, with a blond crew cut and an unlined face.

“What do you think . . . Why would somebody do this? Who was this person?” asked Lucy.

Kirwan shrugged. “A drug deal gone bad, maybe a gangland killing. The body was probably burned to prevent identification.”

Lucy had been a reporter for a long time, and as far as she knew, the little seaside town was a peaceful haven where people didn’t bother to lock their doors and left the car keys in the ignition. “Here? In Tinker’s Cove?” she asked.

Kirwan shrugged. “Up ’til now, when we got reports of a fire in the woods, it’s always been partying kids. This is a new one for me.” He looked solemn. “And I hope it’s the last.”

 



The cops gave Lucy a ride home. She got to ride in front, but the dog had to sit in the caged rear of the cruiser. She wished she could stay home—the empty house was sturdy and cozy and reassuringly normal with dog dishes on the kitchen floor and a couple of coffee mugs in the sink—but she knew the discovery of the burned body in the woods was big news, and she had to file her story. So she tossed some dog biscuits into Libby’s bowl, gave her some fresh water, and headed out to her car.

It was a few minutes before five when she got to the office, and Phyllis was tidying up her desk, preparing to leave. Ted was seated at the old rolltop desk that had once belonged to his grandfather, a legendary small-town editor. He was on the phone with somebody, laughing it up.

“What are you doing back here?” asked Phyllis, peering at her over her harlequin reading glasses. Her rhinestone-studded tote bag and zebra-striped purse were ready on her desk.

“Big story,” said Lucy. “I was walking the dog, and I found a body.”

“You know, that’s the reason I don’t have a dog,” said Phyllis, slinging her bags over her arm. “You’re always hearing about people finding bodies when they walk the filthy beasts.”

“A body?” inquired Ted, ending his call.

Lucy nodded, her expression grim. “It was burned. Tied to a tree and burned.”

Phyllis stopped, her hand on the doorknob. “That’s awful.”

Ever the editor, Ted had a ghoulish appreciation for a sensational story, but even he was horrified. “Ohmigod. Who is it?” he demanded.

“They don’t know,” said Lucy, trying unsuccessfully to block the sight from her mind. “It was in a clearing off the old logging road behind my house. The cops think it was drugs, or maybe gang related. They think the body was burned so it couldn’t be identified.”

“Dumb,” said Phyllis, who was a fan of CSI. “They never heard of dental records?”

“This happened here in Tinker’s Cove?” wondered Ted.

“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it myself,” said Lucy, suddenly feeling the need to sit down.

“Well, if you ask me, a lot of strange things have happened since that Diana Ravenscroft moved to town,” said Phyllis. “She makes no bones about it—she comes right out and says she’s a witch.”

“Considering the fact that throughout history, witches got burned quite a bit, I think it’s fair to assume that Diana is firmly opposed to the practice,” said Ted, reaching for the phone with one hand and his pen with the other. “Just my luck,” he muttered. “Why do big stories like this always have to break on Thursdays?”

“Well, I’ll leave you two newshounds to it,” said Phyllis, opening the door. “See you tomorrow.”

There was always a chance of selling a breaking story to the Portland or Boston papers, so Ted and Lucy got to work calling every contact they could think of. The investigation was in such an early stage that they didn’t get much information, except for learning that the state police would issue a statement sometime Friday.

“Great,” muttered Ted. “There goes my scoop.”

Lucy nodded in agreement. At best, they had enough for only a short brief that would be included in a regional news roundup. But tomorrow, once the official statement came out, the town would most likely be overrun with newspaper and TV reporters hunting a sensational story. She was shutting down her computer and tidying her desk, getting ready to leave, when Ted snorted and tossed a letter in the trash basket.

“I can’t believe the stuff people expect me to print,” he snorted.

Lucy was checking her bag, making sure she had pens and a notebook and an extra battery for her camera. “What is it now? Another please-scoop-your-dog-poop letter?”

“No. It’s all about this so-called witch. Has that little purple shop.”

Lucy put down her bag. “I was there today, and so was Pam. We went after our usual breakfast and had our fortunes told.”

“Well, according to this guy, Ike something or other, you were consorting with a Devil worshipper.”

“Let me see that.” Ted retrieved the letter and passed it to Lucy, who found her suspicion about the author confirmed. It was the letter Ike Stoughton had delivered earlier that afternoon. “He dropped by earlier,” she said, smoothing out the crumpled sheet of paper. “He’s just moved into town, out by me. He bought the old Whipple place.”

“Sounds like a nut,” said Ted.

Reading the letter, Lucy had to agree. Ike not only accused Diana of worshipping the Devil but also claimed she was corrupting the town’s youth and was responsible for the recent drought. He stopped short of suggesting that decent people ought to drive her out of town, but he did call for all God-fearing folk to boycott her shop. Finishing the letter, Lucy screwed up her mouth. “You’re right. He’s some sort of bigot. I wish I’d known.”

“So he’s your neighbor; you don’t have to be buddies.”

“My girls are friends with his daughter.”

“So what? You say hi and good-bye and that’s it.”

“More than that, I’m afraid,” said Lucy. “I invited him to the neighborhood potluck on Saturday night.”

Ted was grinning. “Well, if I were you, I wouldn’t mention your recent séance.”

“You’re right,” said Lucy, crossing the office. “And it wasn’t a séance. It was a psychic reading, and”—she stopped at the door—“Diana had some very interesting things to say about you!”

Then she was gone, leaving Ted to wonder what Diana had said about him. Lucy, however, was thinking about her new neighbor when she got in the car and started the engine. She was tired; it had been a long, emotionally exhausting day beginning with Diana’s disturbing predictions, followed by the gruesome discovery in the woods, and ending with Ike Stoughton’s letter. She couldn’t understand why he found Diana Ravenscroft’s presence so disturbing.

A honk reminded her that she needed to pay attention to the road. She was well below the speed limit, which sometimes happened when she was tired and distracted, as if it was too much effort to press her foot against the gas pedal. She gave her head a shake and stepped on the gas, looking forward to getting home.

Considering the events of the afternoon, pot roast was out of the question. Luckily, school vacation had started earlier that week, and she’d left a note explaining she’d had to go back to the office and instructing the girls to cook supper, maybe a simple menu of spaghetti and salad. While they prepared dinner, she planned on sipping a glass of wine out on the porch.

But the minute she pulled into the drive, she heard the piercing shriek of the smoke alarms and the frantic barking of the dog. Braking hard and pulling the key out of the ignition, she jumped out of the car and ran toward the house. There was no sign of fire that she could see, but she still hesitated at the door, remembering that you should never enter a burning building. There was no scent of smoke when she opened the kitchen door. The kitchen was cool and fresh from the breeze blowing through the windows. There wasn’t even any sign of cooking in progress, although she could hear voices coming from upstairs, in between the strident wails of the smoke alarms.

Climbing the back stairway that led from the kitchen to the bedrooms, she became aware of a smoky scent, and she found herself taking the steps two at a time. What was going on? Had the girls been smoking and started a fire? Were they trying to put it out themselves?

In the hall the scent was even stronger; it was clearly coming from Sara’s bedroom. Lucy pushed the door open and saw the room filled with a bluish haze. Sara, Zoe, and a third girl had opened the windows and were waving pillows around, trying to dissipate the smoke. Libby was following her, barking anxiously.

“Where’s the fire?” demanded Lucy.

“No fire, Mom,” shrieked Sara over the smoke alarms.

Lucy grabbed a chair and took it out into the hall, where she climbed up and disconnected the alarm. The sudden silence was a huge relief. She took a deep breath, then stepped down and marched back to question the girls. “Were you smoking?” she demanded angrily. Cigarettes were strictly forbidden.

“No, Mom,” said Sara. “We were casting a circle.”

“What? And who’s this?” demanded Lucy, afraid she knew the answer. The girl was about Sara’s age, fourteen or fifteen, wearing a long summer skirt that fell below her knees. She had her long, blond hair pulled back into a thick braid.

“I’m Abby Stoughton,” said the girl, confirming Lucy’s suspicion. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Stone.”

“I met your father today. He said we’re neighbors.”

“That’s right,” said Abby. “We just moved into a new house down the road, on the other side of the bridge. Well, new to us. The house was built in 1799.”

Lucy sat down on the bed, and Libby rested her chin on her knee. She was beginning to get the picture. The girls had apparently struck up a friendship with their new neighbor, they’d even met her father, but they hadn’t bothered to inform her. She had the same unsettling feeling she’d first encountered when Toby, her oldest, began going to kindergarten and was occasionally greeted by people she didn’t know. Her first reaction had been suspicion but they usually turned out to be parents of other students who’d visited the class. It was ridiculous, she thought, but she’d never quite come to terms with the idea that her children had lives of their own.

“So what set off the smoke alarms?”

“We were casting a circle,” said Zoe. “We were going to make a spell.”

Lucy’s heart sank. “A spell?”

“To get rid of pimples,” volunteered Zoe. “Abby’s been collecting rainwater under the moon.”

“Rainwater didn’t set off the smoke alarms,” said Lucy.

“No,” confessed Sara. “First we burned a bundle of sage to clear the circle of evil forces.”

Spells, circles, evil forces, thought Lucy. “This sounds a lot like witchcraft,” she said.

Sara produced a well-thumbed paperback book with a gorgeous, raven-haired woman pictured on the cover. Witchcraft for Teens was the title. “I bought it at that new shop in town,” she said. “And the sage bundle too.”

Now, not only was Ike her neighbor, but also her girls had been practicing witchcraft with his daughter. Lucy sat there, stroking the dog and staring at the pink and green braided rug that covered the floor. It occurred to her that so far, Diana Ravenscroft’s predictions had been right on target.
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