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The Lavender Hive Murder

A Honeycomb Hollow Mystery

By Rosalind Fenwick
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Sleuth:

Eloise Thorne,34, beekeeper, honey judge, and restorer of old orchard hives. Eccentricities: keeps handwritten “mood notes” on each hive, talks to bees before opening boxes, identifies people by the scents they wear or work in, bakes when anxious, cannot resist local lore. Deep tie to setting: inherited Thorne Apiary and cottage from her grandmother, whose quiet reputation hides a role in a1953 church-bell scandal.

Setting:

Honeycomb Hollow, a hedged English-style village nestled among lavender fields, apple orchards, and a marshy lane leading to ruined Briar Chapel. Air tastes of heather, warm wax, cut grass, and river damp. Bells carry on misty mornings; market days smell of scones, beeswax polish, tea, and old paper.

Crime:

Victim: Martin Vale, local historian. Method: aconite tincture painted on the rim of the teaspoon Martin habitually carried and used to taste Eloise’s honey; death appears linked to her jar but is not caused by the honey itself. True killer: Celia Wren, chair of the heritage trust.
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Chapter 1
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Morning entered the apiary in layers: first the pale rinsing of mist over the lavender rows, then the warmer gold that touched the hive roofs one by one, and finally the sound—soft, industrious, unmistakable—as Eloise Thorne’s bees began their day in earnest.

She paused at the gate with her veil folded over one arm and breathed in as if the air itself might brief her. Lavender, yes, though the blooms were not yet at their richest. Damp grass. Apple bark warming in the sun. A faint mineral chill drifting from the marsh lane beyond the far hedge. And beneath it all, the homely perfume of wax, smoke, and old pine from the extracting shed her grandmother had built before Eloise was born.

“Good morning, ladies,” she said.

She always said it before opening the hives. Her grandmother had done the same, and while Eloise was far too sensible to believe bees required formal courtesies, experience had taught her that beginning gently improved her own temper, if not theirs.

Hive Three was testy. Hive Seven, by contrast, greeted inspection with a low, contented hum that vibrated through her gloves as she lifted a frame thick with capped honey. Eloise made a note in the small green book she carried in her apron pocket.

Seven—calm, steady, excellent draw. Smell faintly of clover and thyme. Mood: forgiving.

People laughed at her hive mood notes. People also bought her honey in jars so quickly that by August she never had enough left for herself.

The county fête was three days away, and her award-winning lavender honey sat cooling in the pantry, each jar sealed and labelled in her neat hand. She ought to have spent the whole morning bottling another batch, but the extracting shed had developed a lean that Tom Sayer described yesterday as “picturesque if one enjoys tetanus.” So instead, she stood among stacked supers and old timber, waiting for Tom to arrive with his toolbox and cheerful disapproval.

The church bell sounded across Honeycomb Hollow, muted by distance and mist. One, two, three slow notes. Not the ruined bell of Briar Chapel, of course—that had been gone for decades, one of those village losses people embroidered into legend—but St. Anne’s from the square, carrying over hedges and orchard rows. Eloise looked up instinctively every time she heard bells. Her grandmother had too.

She had just set aside the smoker when the back gate clicked.

Tom came through with a crate of tools balanced on one shoulder, all easy competence and sun-browned forearms, his dark hair still damp from a hurried wash. He smelled of soap, diesel, and crushed lavender stems.

“That shed is worse than I thought,” he called. “From the lane it looks like it’s attempting a polite collapse.”

Eloise smiled despite herself. “Good morning to you too.”

“It can be both.”

He set down the crate and surveyed the building with a farmer’s practical gloom. “If this beam’s rotten through, you’ll have to brace the whole side.”

“You said yesterday it needed a new board.”

“I said I hoped it needed a new board. Hope is not a structural strategy.”

“Very stirring. You should embroider that on a cushion.”

He gave her the look he reserved for her more hopeless remarks, then softened. “Did you already check the east hives?”

“All but Two. Seven is feeling forgiving, which is more than can be said for certain carpenters.”

“I’m not a carpenter.”

“No, you’re a lavender tyrant with a hammer.”

He laughed, low and brief, and some knot inside the morning loosened. That was the danger of Tom: he brought steadiness with him, and Eloise, who had spent years learning to be sufficient unto herself, had never entirely decided whether she found that comforting or alarming.

Together they went into the shed.

It was cooler there, full of old seasons. Dust motes floated in the slanted light. Shelves held spare jars, rusted smokers, a cracked feeder, bundles of dried herbs her grandmother had hung upside down long ago and never taken down. The scent was dense and familiar—beeswax, timber, metal, a ghost of honey sunk into the boards. Eloise felt it every time she crossed the threshold: the odd sensation that her grandmother had only just stepped out and might return at any moment, wiping her hands on her apron and asking why Eloise was standing idle.

Tom pressed a thumb to the wall beam near the rear shelf and the wood gave slightly.

“There,” he said. “That’s our trouble.”

He crouched and began shifting a stack of old apple crates. Eloise moved to help, dragging aside a narrow table whose legs scraped on the plank floor with a squeal that made both of them wince. Behind it, the wall showed a seam she had never noticed, where one panel sat prouder than the rest.

Tom straightened. “That’s odd.”

“It’s an old shed. Odd is the prevailing design principle.”

“No—look.”

He tapped the panel. Hollow.

Eloise felt a small, immediate thrill. “You’ve found a corpse.”

“In this village? It would be wrapped in lace and accompanied by a committee.”

He prised at the edge with a flat tool, and after a moment the panel shifted loose with a sticky groan. Inside was a narrow cavity between studs, dry as bone and furred with dust. No corpse. No family silver. Just one object sitting squarely in the middle as if waiting to be discovered.

A honey jar.

Eloise reached for it almost reverently. It was squat and heavy, the glass dimmed by years, the paper label browned but still legible beneath grime.

THORNE APIARY
HONEYCOMB HOLLOW
SUMMER1953
For a moment the shed seemed to hush around her.

“My grandmother’s,” Eloise said quietly.

Tom leaned nearer. “Looks intact.”

The honey inside had darkened to amber-brown, nearly mahogany at the centre. A thick old wax seal capped the lid, impressed with the faint outline of a wildflower stamp Eloise recognized from her grandmother’s things.

“Why hide it in a wall?” Tom asked.

Eloise turned the jar in her hands. Dust streaked her fingers. “To keep it safe.”

“From whom?”

“That,” she said, eyes on the faded label, “is the sort of question that gets people murdered in books.”

“Comforting.”

She smiled, but only faintly. Something about the jar unsettled her—not danger exactly, but intention. It had not been misplaced. It had been concealed.

As she rubbed the neck clean with her thumb, she noticed a ridge beneath the wax, irregular under the seal.

“Wait.”

Tom set down his hammer. “What is it?”

“There’s something under this.”

She fetched the small paring knife she used for cutting comb and, with absurd care, lifted the brittle edge of the wax. It cracked with a dry, papery sound. Beneath it, tucked between wax and lid, was a narrow strip of folded waxed paper, yellowed with age.

Tom let out a low whistle. “Well.”

Eloise’s pulse had quickened. She unfolded the paper once, then twice. The handwriting was slanted, compact, and instantly familiar from old recipe cards and account books.

Ask the historian about the bell at Briar Chapel.

The breeze shifted through a gap in the boards, carrying in lavender and the living hum from the hives outside. For one suspended second, Eloise could hear nothing else.

Tom read over her shoulder. “That’s your grandmother’s hand?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what it means?”

Eloise looked toward the light at the open shed door, beyond it the orchard, the hedges, the village that had folded her whole life around this patch of earth. The bell at Briar Chapel was one of Honeycomb Hollow’s favourite stories, half scandal and half fairy tale. Children dared one another to walk the ruined lane at dusk. Old people lowered their voices and said the wrong man had been blamed. Her grandmother, who had never repeated gossip without purpose, had hidden a jar in a wall to preserve this message for seventy years.

“No,” Eloise said, folding the paper carefully back along its creases. “But I know exactly who might.”

“Martin Vale,” Tom said.

She nodded.

The local historian would be at the market that morning, holding court near the parish maps and correcting anyone reckless enough to misdate a photograph within his hearing.

Tom watched her face. “You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one that means you’re about to ignore sensible advice.”

“Nonsense. I haven’t even heard any sensible advice yet.”

“Here it is, then: if your grandmother hid that message, she likely had reasons. Perhaps leave old bells buried.”

Eloise slipped the note into her apron pocket and cradled the jar against her hip. The glass was cool despite the warming day.

“Tom,” she said, “if someone specifically instructs you from beyond the grave to ask the historian about a missing church bell, it is practically a civic duty.”

“It is absolutely not.”

“It is to me.”

He exhaled, half resigned, half amused. “Then at least wait until I’ve made sure the shed won’t fall on your bees.”

Outside, the apiary throbbed softly with work. A bee landed on the lip of the old jar, explored with delicate certainty, and lifted again into the light. Eloise watched it go, feeling the strange little shiver of a door opening somewhere in the day.

By the time the sun had burned the mist off the lavender rows, Honeycomb Hollow looked as it always did from a distance: tranquil, self-contained, sweet as comb honey in a pantry. But Eloise, standing in the shed doorway with a dead woman’s message in her pocket and a jar from1953 in her hands, had the distinct sense that the morning had already tilted.

And somewhere beneath the ordinary sounds of tools knocking wood and bees worrying clover, the past had begun to hum.
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