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			Chapter One

			Detective Nathan Perry hated his one-week-a-month required uniform duty, thankful today was the last day of it. “Let’s take a swing down Main Street,” he said to his partner for the week, and best friend, Hank McCoy.

			 “Good idea. I’m anxious to see how the overflow of tourists from Salem is today.” Hank turned left at the next street to head for downtown Mystic. 

			The men soon had their answer. People were walking on both sides of the street, going in and out of the shops. It looked like the busiest shops were the ones that featured witchcraft novelties. 

			“Around here, the only thing worse than summer tourist season is Halloween,” Hank said.

			“Yeah, but think of it this way, we don’t work for the Salem Police Department. They’ve got to have their hands full of quirky people by now. We only have the overflow.”

			“Want to go to Ginger’s for a late breakfast?” Nathan asked.

			“Yes. I’m starved.” 

			After leaving downtown, Hank parked in a private parking lot behind the Witch’s Brew Café. They entered through the back door, and looked for their usual booth, which they found occupied by two young ladies dressed in black clothes and wearing black lipstick. Instead, they took a booth on the other side of the room. 

			“Good morning, gentlemen,” café owner, Ginger Raines said, approaching their table.  

			“How do they eat without getting that black stuff all over their faces?” Hank asked, referring to the young ladies.

			Ginger laughed. “The same way as women wearing red lipstick. What can I get you two today?”

			“I’d like one of your fantastic chicken salad sandwiches with some chips,” Nathan said.

			“I’ll have the same,” Hank added.

			“Coffee or Coke?”

			“Coke,” they answered in unison. 

			“Be right back,” Ginger said, and headed to the kitchen.

			“What witch holiday is it this time of the year?” Nathan asked, as he looked at all the people dressed in various versions of witches in the busy restaurant.

			“I think it’s called Mabon, the autumn equinox. I don’t really keep up with all of that. I actually just heard someone talking about it at the gas station yesterday. I talked to one of the guys from the Salem PD yesterday, and he said all of the hotel rooms in their town were full.” 

			“Which means our hotels are filling up fast. It’s going to be a long Fall.”

			Hank nodded in agreement. “Let’s just hope for a peaceful season this year.”

			“Here you go, guys.” Ginger sat their food and drinks in front of them. A teenage girl working for Ginger followed with their drinks. 

			“This looks great,” Nathan said.

			“I aim to please. Should I go ahead and cut you boys a piece of my famous apple pie with a scoop of ice cream?” 

			“None for me, thanks,” Hank said. “My department physical is coming up soon.”

			“Me either, but could you save a slice for me to take home tonight?” Nathan asked.

			“Absolutely. I’ll put your name on it,” she said.

			“I’ll stop by after work to pick it up. Thanks.” 

			“Can I get you anything else for now?”

			“I think we’re good,” Hank said, looking at Nathan, who was already taking a bite of his sandwich and nodded in agreement.

			Ginger smiled and headed over to another table where a customer was waving to her. 

			“Does she still clean your house?” Hank asked Nathan.

			“Yep, best housekeeper I ever had. She’s in and out, and I hardly know she’s there. Best thing about it is that a lot of the time, she brings leftovers from the café.”

			“Five-thirteen – Central Dispatch,” the female voice said over Hank’s hand-held radio.

			Hank picked up the radio. “Dispatch – Five-thirteen. Go ahead.”

			“Five-thirteen, can you and six-nineteen meet five-ten at Bridge Road at the cemetery just west of Water Street.”

			“On our way,” Hank said into the radio. He looked at Nathan. “I wonder what that’s about?”

			“I suppose we’ll find out when we get there, but I have a bad feeling about it,” Nathan said. The two officers stood. Nathan waved some money in the air to catch Ginger’s attention, and then placed it on the table. He took one more bite of his sandwich before leaving. Hank took half of his sandwich with him.

			Bridge Road, located on the east side of town, started the rural part of Mystic. When they reached the street, they saw two Mystic Police Department patrol cars parked on the side of the road next to the cemetery, emergency lights flashing brightly. 

			“This can’t be good,” Nathan said. He and Hank walked up to the other officers standing by their cars.

			“That uniform looks good on you, Detective. You should join us working boys more often,” Wally, the older of the two officers, said.

			“You know I work much harder than you do any day of the week,” Nathan joked.

			“That’ll be the day. No matter, I’m glad you’re here,” Wally replied, more serious now.

			“What’s up?” Nathan asked.

			“Take a look over the hill,” the younger officer said.

			This was the oldest and largest cemetery in Mystic, having some historic gravestones in it. They walked through the oldest part to reach the top of a small knoll, where they stopped. Nathan looked toward the back part of the cemetery and saw it. About fifty yards away, a female body hanging from the tree.

			“What the hell?” Nathan said.

			“Exactly what I said. Come and see,” Wally said, leading the other two officers to the tree. “I thought it was a mannequin at first. I figured this fell under your job description, Nathan.”

			“Yeah, I’m afraid it does.” They reached the tree. Nathan looked up at the body. She was young, with long black hair, and dressed in a white dress. “Anything been touched?”

			“No, but I did photograph the tree and body from all sides before calling the coroner.”

			“How did you find the body?” Nathan asked.

			“It was a cell phone call. The dispatcher said the person didn’t identify themselves, just that something had happened out at the cemetery. With it being over the hill, we didn’t see it at first. You can’t see it from the road. Then, we walked over the hill and found her. You know, they say there’s a bunch of witches buried out here,” Wally said.

			Nathan looked at Wally. “Is that true, or just a rumor?”

			“It’s just something I’ve heard since I was a kid,” he replied.

			“Let’s keep that to ourselves, okay?” That’s all that the public needed to think about, a witch being murdered at the cemetery.

			“Yes, sir.”

			Nathan heard cars stopping out on the highway. “Wally, could you check on the traffic? Your partner might need help, if word got out. I don’t want any civilians seeing this. Can you also call Mallory Duncan to come out here? She’ll need to collect evidence.”

			“Yes, sir.” Wally walked back toward the road, leaving Nathan and Hank at the scene.

			“What do you think?” Hank asked.

			“I think we have a sick person running around here. Have we had any animal mutilation complaints lately?”

			“Not that I know of, but there could have been some calls that I wouldn’t know about. Why?”

			Nathan knelt down. Her dress was dirty, like she had been dragged on the ground. A few stains looked like blood, but with her still hanging from the tree, he couldn’t see any wounds, other than a few scrapes. “Whoever did this probably tortured the animals first for practice.”

			“That’s a thought.”

			Nathan saw a man pop over the knoll from the road. He recognized him as the coroner, Vince Scanlon.

			Scanlon reached them, and sat his case down. “Gentlemen.” He pulled two rubber gloves out of his pocket, and put them on.

			“You got here fast,” Nathan said.

			“I was driving in the area when I got the call.”

			“Anything you can tell us right away would be a big help, Vince,” Nathan said.

			“First thing, has this been photographed?”

			“Wally said he took some photos.”

			Scanlon took out his camera. “I better take my own.” After he took several photos, he wrote some things down on his clipboard. “We need to get her down, and then call the State Police Crime Unit, and medical examiner. An autopsy will need to be done.” 

			Hank took out his knife, and cut the rope that was tied near the bottom of the tree. Nathan and Scanlon held onto the rope, lowering the body down on a clean tarp that had spread on the ground.

			Scanlon looked closer at the body. “There’s no way to tell if the hanging is the cause of death until an autopsy is done.”

			“You think someone thought she was a witch?” Hank asked.

			Scanlon looked up at the tree. “There hasn’t been a witch hanged since 1692.”

			“Great, all we need is for the public to think a witch was hanged. We’ll have every cult groupie around flocking to Mystic,” Nathan said.

			“As if we don’t have enough already?” Hank added.

			“I guess so. Wally said he always heard there were witches buried in this cemetery. Do you know anything about that?” he asked Scanlon

			“That’s always been the rumor. You could check at the library about it.” Scanlon took her liver temperature.

			“How long do you think she’s been here, Vince?” Nathan asked.

			“It looks like less than twenty-four hours. The state’s medical examiner will be able to give you a better answer.”

			Nathan could hear more cars and voices from over the hill. “Damn. Hank, will you go remind Wally and James not to say anything about this to the public, especially about witches, if they haven’t already?” Nathan asked.

			Hank took off toward the road, while Nathan stayed with Scanlon.

			“I guess I better call the Crime Scene Unit.” Nathan took his phone out and made the call. After finishing the call, he put his phone back in his pocket. “CSU will be here in about an hour.” He then saw a small woman appear over the hill, walking toward them carrying a couple cases. 

			“Good afternoon, gentlemen. What do we have here?”

			“You don’t waste any time do you, Mallory?” Nathan said to Mystic’s only crime scene technician.

			“Let me guess, the state’s CSU won’t be here for about an hour, right?” She took the camera out of her backpack.

			“Right.”

			Like Scanlon, Mallory started taking photos of the body from all sides. “Did anyone get photos of her hanging from the tree,” she asked.

			“I did,” Scanlon replied.

			“Can you email copies?”

			“I can. Nathan, if you need to go, I’ll wait for CSU to get here. I’ll also take care of calling the state medical examiner,” Scanlon said.

			“I would like to check on some missing person reports,” he said. “Mallory, make sure you scour a large area around the tree to see if you can find anything relevant. Oh, and can you check to see when the cemetery was last mowed?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“I’ll make sure Hank stays with you until the body is removed.” When Nathan got back to the road, he found several people were already gathering on the side of the street. He stopped to talk to Hank. “I’ll send some other officers out here to help secure the site, and to keep sightseers away. Stay with Mallory and Scanlon until the body is removed.”

			“Thanks. I’ll make sure no one bothers them.”

			“ I need the car to get back to the office. Would you mind catching a ride back to town with another officer?”

			“Sure, no problem,” Hank said.

			Back in town, Nathan headed straight to the records clerk at the police department. “Sarah, you busy?” he asked from the doorway to her office.

			“For you, I always have time,” she replied.

			Blonde and blue-eyed, Sarah Daniels always had her eye on Nathan, but he had a rule about not dating anyone he worked with at the department. He entered her office, and sat down. “Has anyone filed any complaints recently about missing pets, or animal mutilations?”

			“Eeww, gross.” She made a horrible face, then got serious. “How recent?”

			“Say in the last month.”

			She started typing on her computer. “You know, you can look this up on your computer, too.”

			“I know, but you’re so much better at it than me,” he said, smiling.

			Sarah smiled back, blushing. “Looks like we’ve had two complaints about missing dogs. One was two weeks ago. The other three weeks ago.”

			“Were the animals found?”

			She looked at her screen. “Not that’s been reported.”

			“What about mutilations?”

			“No, nothing like that, but we wouldn’t necessarily have records on that,” she said. “Actually, I’m surprised we had the missing dog reports. Animal Control usually handles those complaints.”

			“Can you look up their reports?” he asked.

			“No. We don’t have access. They have their own computer system.” She wrote something down on a piece of paper and handed it to him. “Here’s their number.”

			“You know their number without looking it up?”

			“You wouldn’t believe the things I know,” she said rather seductively. 

			“You have been a big help, Sarah. Thanks.”

			“Anytime, and I mean ANY time.” She winked.

			Nathan decided he should leave before this went any further. He would check the missing persons reports himself, and call Animal Control. Before going to his office, he stopped by the break room for a cup of coffee.

			He filled a cup, and started to his office, but just as he was about to step out of the room, Police Chief Paul Cabot walked in. 

			“Perry, I’m glad I caught you. I heard about the incident at the cemetery. What do you know so far?” the chief asked.

			“It’s a little early to know much. Mallory is still at the scene, and the State Crime Scene Unit is on the way. The coroner will send me his report as soon as he’s finished his part of the investigation.”

			“This won’t be good for the tourist season.”

			“No sir, it never is.” No matter what the crime, it was never good for the tourist season, as far as Chief Cabot was concerned.

			“As soon as the mayor gets wind of this, she’ll be demanding answers, and quickly. I don’t have to tell you what will hit the fan when the press finds out.”

			“No sir, you don’t. I’ve already thought of that,” Nathan said.

			“And, just what do you plan to do about it?”

			“Well, I plan on walking to my office, sit in front of my computer, and pull up some missing person reports. Then, I’m going to go home, change out of this damn uniform, get something to eat, and probably come back here to wait for the coroner’s preliminary report, sir.”

			Nathan knew he would regret that little speech later, but at this point he didn’t care. He knew he would be on the chief’s shit list again, but it wouldn’t be the first time, and it probably won’t be the last.

			“Keep me informed,” the chief said, leaving the break room.

			Nathan took a deep breath, slowly letting it out. It had been a long day already, and it looked like it was going to be a long night. In his office, he took a seat at his desk, sat his coffee next to the computer, and brought up the missing persons database.

			While reading through the reports, his computer dinged, indicating he had received an e-mail. It was from Vince Scanlon, and contained a very preliminary report on the body. Female, about five foot, six inches, age in her early to mid-twenties. With a click of the mouse, the printer shot out a copy of the report, which contained only a few more details. Now, he had something to go on, even if it was only a small bit of information. He picked up his phone, and made a call.

			“Animal Control, how can I help you?”

			“This is Detective Perry from the police department, I need to find out if you’ve had any complaints about missing or mutilated animals, say within the last month?”

			“One moment.” He was placed on hold.

			“This is Amanda Donaldson, Animal Control Officer. I understand you need information on some reports?” she asked.

			“Yes, any missing or mutilated animal reports within the last month.”

			“Why do you need this information?”

			“I can’t give you details, but it’s part of an investigation I’m doing.”

			“You know, we do our own investigations on cases like this.”

			Nathan sat back in his chair, loosening his uniform tie. “I realize that. I’m not investigating any of your cases. However, it could be a part of an investigation I’m conducting. If you could just please send me those reports.” He gave Officer Donaldson his email address, then ended the call.

			A few hours later, he was still waiting on the reports from Animal Control while reading over copies of ten regional missing person reports. He heard someone clearing their throat at the door. He looked up, and saw Sam Denzinger. “What is Massachusetts’ top state police detective doing at my door?”

			“I heard a call go out for our CSU to come for a body in Mystic. I was in the neighborhood, and thought I’d stop by. What’s with your uniform?” Denzinger asked.

			“My monthly obligation. I intended to go home and change clothes, but I’m waiting for a call,” he said. “In the neighborhood, huh?”

			“I was on my home to Salem.” Denzinger sat down in front of Nathan’s desk. “Honestly, I didn’t want to go home yet. My wife’s pushing me to retire.”

			“You going to do it?” Nathan asked.

			“Not anytime soon, but I have been keeping it in the back of my mind.”

			“What will I do without you?” Nathan joked.

			“You’ll do just fine. What do you know so far on your body?”

			“She was lynched.” He handed Sam a copy of the coroner’s report.

			“That’s not good. Have you identified her?”

			“Not yet. Mallory took fingerprints. I’m hoping your CSU team can get a match,” Nathan said.

			“I’ll see if I can put a rush on it. As always, they’re pretty backed up.”

			“I also printed off ten missing person reports on females that have disappeared within thirty miles of Mystic that match the vague description we have of the victim. I was just getting ready to go to dinner. Want to join me?”

			“It’s tempting, but my wife would be jealous if I spent too much time with you,” Denzinger joked back, handing the report back to Nathan. “I’d like to help with the investigation, if you don’t mind.”

			“I welcome the help. Can you come back tomorrow morning?”

			“I’ll be here. Thanks.” Denzinger got up, and left the office.

			Nathan put the reports into the desk drawer, locked it, and headed out the door himself. He needed to get out of that uniform. However, as he stepped into the hallway, he ran into Mallory. “Are you just now getting back from the scene?”

			“I’ve been out there all day,” she said. “I had to scour the cemetery myself.”

			“Sorry, but I knew you’d find things my officers would miss. Did you find anything?”

			“Yes, maybe. I don’t know if they are connected to the case, but I found some candy wrappers not far from the tree. I also found a black cloth purse behind another tree nearby. It had a note in it.”

			“Where’s the note?”

			“CSU took it to check it for fingerprints, but I took a photo of it first.” She showed him the photo on her camera. 

			“For those who fail to follow, death will become you. Sounds like a threat to me,” Nathan said. “Was anything else in the bag?”

			“I don’t know. CSU took everything with them before I could see anything else. They said they would tag all of it, and send it back when they’re finished. I also found some cigarette butts and a lighter, but CSU took those too. I looked for footprints, but the ground was too hard for any.”

			“Did the state CSU find anything themselves?”

			“They didn’t even look, just took my evidence.” she said.

			“Will you email me an inventory list of what you found?”

			“I will. First thing in the morning. I’m heading home.”

			“Thanks, Mallory.”

			On his way home, he stopped by Ginger’s café to pick up his dinner and dessert. Inside, he took a seat the counter, and studied the menu in front of him. 

			“Eating in or taking out tonight?” Ginger asked, when she approached with a pot of coffee.

			“I’m taking it home tonight, but I could sure use a cup of coffee while I wait.” 

			“Sure thing, Sugar,” she said, reaching under the counter for a cup, and pouring it full.

			He took a drink. “You have the best coffee around, Ginger. Much better than that expensive stuff from the coffee shops.”

			“You’re just saying that cause it’s free to law enforcement.”

			“No, no. I’m telling the truth.”

			“Well, you’re the best too. Now, what can I fix you for supper?”

			“Do you have any broasted chicken left?”

			“I sure do. We just took a batch out of the roaster a little while ago. Do you want the mashed potatoes to go with it?

			“That would be perfect.”

			“Anything else? Slaw, green beans, chowder?”

			“No, I think chicken and potatoes will be plenty for me tonight. Oh, don’t forget my apple pie.”

			Ginger clipped the order onto the rotating wheel in the window between the counter and the kitchen. “Order up,” she called to the cook, then turned back to Nathan. “So, what’s the crime of the day?”

			“You know I can’t talk about that,” he said.

			“Yeah, I know, but I can still ask. Someday, you might just tell me.”

			“You can ask, and yes, someday I might tell you, but not tonight. Ginger, do you know much about witchcraft?”

			She laughed. “I bet I hear that question twenty times a day from the tourists, but I never thought I’d hear it from you. I know enough about it to be able to direct the tourists to the right place in town. What do you want to know?”

			“I’m really not sure. Is anything going on in the witch community right now?”

			“Boy, you really don’t know anything. How long have you lived here?”

			“You know I’ve lived here most of my life, but I was never interested in that sort of thing,” he said. 

			“But you are now? Hmmm, that means you’re either investigating something involving witches, or you’re dating one. Which is it?”

			Ding. 

			“Your order’s ready, Ginger,” the cook called from the window.

			“Saved by the bell, literally,” Nathan said.

			He took another drink of coffee, and dug out his wallet to pay for his meal.

			“Here you go, Sugar. I put that piece of apple pie in a separate bag, and a little carton of ice cream,” she said, placing the bags on the counter. “So, which is it, a case or a girl?”

			“Thanks, Ginger. This will really hit the spot tonight.” He handed her a twenty, not bothering to answer her question. “Keep the change.”

			“Thanks, Nathan. I’ll be by your house Friday afternoon to clean. Will that be a good time?”

			“That’ll be fine. I’ll be at work, but you have a key. One more question, who in town should I talk to about witchcraft?”

			Ginger thought for a few seconds. “You should probably talk to Isabella Osborne. She owns the Magick Potions and Gifts store on Canal Street.”

			“Thanks,” he said.

			“Have a good evening,” she said, as he walked out the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Before going into the office the next morning, he stopped by the Magick Potions and Gifts store. He opened the door to the establishment, and entered. The bell on the door rang, drawing attention to him.

			A typical tourist trap, the mercantile housed everything related to witchcraft, or at least it looked like it did. Shelves were stocked with wands, handmade brooms, capes, candles, herbs, jewelry, statues, spell kits, books, and even a neon sign that read, “Psychic Readings by Isabella.”

			“Good morning. Can I help you?” A smiling woman stepped through the curtains leading to the rear of the store. Nathan was intrigued with her dressing the part of a modern witch, black dress, long black hair, pale skin, and dark makeup. She reminded him of Elvira, Mistress of the Dark, from television, but with less cleavage.

			“Yes, I’m looking for Isabella.”

			“I’m Isabella, but if you’re here for a reading, you’ll have to wait. My sales clerk hasn’t gotten to work yet. I can’t leave the storefront unattended.”

			“I’m not here for a reading. My name is Nathan Perry, Mystic Police Department.” He showed her his badge.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, Officer Perry. What can I do for you?”

			“It’s Detective Perry, and I need some information about witchcraft.”

			“Well, you’ve come to the right place. Has someone placed a spell that you need to get rid of?” she asked.

			“No, no, nothing like that,” he chuckled. “Are there still groups of witches around here that meet?”

			“You mean covens. Yes, there are a few. Why do you want to know?”

			He ignored the question. “Can you tell me if there are any holidays or ceremonies that witches are observing right now?”

			“There are many in each season of the year that witches or Wiccans celebrate. If you want me to answer any more of your questions, you’re going to have to tell me why you need to know. This sounds like more than just a casual interest,” she said.

			“Wiccans?” he questioned.

			“Buy a book, if you want to know.” She went behind the counter, and handed him a book, Witches and Wiccans for the Neophyte.

			“I think I’ll do that.” He pulled out a twenty-dollar bill, and handed it to her. She gave him some change, and handed the book to him in a plastic bag. “One more question, are you a witch, or Wiccan, or whatever you call them?”

			“I told you, no more answers until you tell me what this is about,” she said.

			“I’m not quite ready for that, but I may be back when I can talk more about it.”

			Nathan’s cell phone rang as soon as he left the store. “Perry,” he answered.

			“Nathan, are you coming to work today?” 

			He recognized the voice as Gloria Wheeler, front desk officer at the police department. “Good morning, Gloria. How are you today?” He continued walking to his truck.

			“I’d be a lot better, if you were here right now.”

			“What’s going on?” he asked.

			“Phone calls have been coming in all morning about what happened at the cemetery yesterday.”

			“From the press?”

			“Yes, but mostly from the residents of Mystic. They saw all the police cars out there, and want to know what it was about.”

			“What did you tell them?”

			“I told them I would check into it. Also, Vince Scanlon called too. He wants you to stop by the funeral home, as soon as you can.”

			“I’m going to stop there first, and then I’ll be in to work. Keep telling anyone that calls about the cemetery that you’re checking into it. Thanks, Gloria.” Before she could respond, he hung up his phone. He knew he would hear from Gloria about doing that.

			Nathan drove over to the funeral home on the west side of town. He found the front door open, and walked inside, finding Scanlon in the office on the right.

			“Come in. Thanks for getting here so fast,” Scanlon said, beckoning Nathan to the chair in front of the desk.

			“Have you come up with anything yet?” Nathan asked, sitting down.

			“Nothing definite, but I did want to update you after the crime scene unit left yesterday. Would you like some coffee?” Scanlon asked, getting up to pour himself a cup from the pot on the table. 

			“Yeah, that would be good. Thanks.”

			Scanlon poured another cup for Nathan. He held up a small dish with packets of sugar in it, but Nathan waved it off. Scanlon sat back down at his desk, and opened a folder. “The CSU took the things that Mallory found. They’re going to look over everything and get back to me.”

			“Witches were hanged in that cemetery back in the 1600’s,” Nathan stated, before taking a drink of coffee.

			“They were?”

			“I did a little research on the computer yesterday.”

			 “Think someone’s trying to send a message?” Scanlon asked.

			“It wouldn’t surprise me. I hope once we get her identified, it’ll explain a lot.”

			“The State Medical Examiner’s Office came for the body late yesterday. With any luck, they will start the autopsy today, but I’m not sure how long it will take to get the results,” Scanlon said.

			“Detective Denzinger with the state police is going to ask them to bump it up the line? I’d really like to know if she died from the hanging, or if something else caused her death.”

			“I’d like to know the same thing.”

			“If there’s nothing else, I better get to work now. Thanks for the coffee. I’ll take it with me, if you don’t mind.” 

			“Be my guest,” Scanlon replied.

			Nathan left the funeral home. He parked in the rear parking lot of the police department, and entered through the back door, hoping to slip into his office unnoticed. It wasn’t
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