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Three elders have been murdered in the town. The mayor hires Darko to solve the crimes, but he seems overly certain that the visiting potions peddler is guilty. But the more Darko gets involved with her, the more he gets drawn into her clutches.
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Wicked witch in town

Samara considered herself wealthy.

Her possessions included poisoned apples, broken hearts, wicked tea, love potions, and a snake.

The snake, whose name was Iago, was her travelling companion. It lived in a glass bowl with a piece of muslin cloth strung over the top so that it could breathe. Sometimes, when she was seeing customers, she would take it out of its bowl and drape it over her shoulders. The men were such cowards—they were scared of snakes. It would add spice to the meeting. 

All her other possessions were for sale.

She spread her cloth on the trestle table and arranged the apples, the hearts, the wicked tea and the love potions in a pattern that pleased her.

Then she waited.

Around her in the market place, the townsfolk went about their business. The fruit vendors shouted, the carpet vendors wheedled and a fat man who had to be an inn owner accused the cheese seller of being too expensive. He looked askance at Samara's stall, but he didn't come closer. Maybe later. 

Servants went about their family's shopping in efficient manner—Samara would not get any sales from them.

The ladies of well-to-do families walked past her stall, eyes averted and pretending not to see her. Their husbands pretended to hurry along and pretended to avert their eyes, but ogled when they thought the wife wasn't looking.

At those men Samara directed her innocent smile.

"Can I help you, dear sir?" she would say.

She made her voice sound sweet like honey.

And the man in question would stammer something like, "Uhm, no. Thank you."

His wife would glare at him, and Samara would say, "I have a special on love potions."

In variably, the wife would look disgusted and drag him off somewhere else to shop, but the husband would sneak back without her.

He would say something like, "Uhm—love potions, does that mean potions to make someone love you or potions to make you love better?"

Samara would smile the most wicked smile she could manage and say, "How about: both?"

These towns were all the same and she knew the vices of the men who lived in them. 

*   *   *

The body in the upstairs bedroom had fallen in an awkward position so that it blocked the door from the inside. Detective Darko Maleno had to unceremoniously push it aside with the corner of the door so that he could squeeze himself through the gap to get into the room. The body was heavy as a dead weight, which was unsurprising, because it was a dead weight, and one much bigger than himself to boot. First, he stepped in the blood-soaked patch in the carpet. It made a wet squelching sound. Then he had to take a giant step over two naked and very hairy legs.

The poor man's trousers were on the ground between the body and the bed. 

Darko knelt on a dry patch of carpet, avoiding touching any more blood.

Elder Tomasi lay on his belly, his face squished into the carpet. He still wore his brocade jacket, his ruffled blouse and belt, but nothing from the waist down. He had boils on his hairy backside—urgh.

The stab wound was in his back, to the left of his spine, and hilt of the knife still stuck in his jacket. It was a very ordinary knife, such as a cook would use to fillet fish. 

The young man from the city guard came into the room as well, white-faced and saying something about making sure all doors and windows were closed.

"What for?"

"There are wisps and witches in town. They float around at night and steal souls, especially those that have died by the hand of others."

Darko gave the young man a sideways glance. Wisps and witches stealing souls, huh? There were a lot of things wisps could do, but steal souls wasn't one of those things.

Then he shrugged and said, "Well, this man isn't going anywhere."

In fact, the elder probably hadn't gone anywhere for most of the day. The beginning smell of decay hung about the room, and flies buzzed against the window.

Darko didn't touch anything except he wiped his shoes on the carpet, leaving brown footprints.

He examined the room. The bed was untouched, the window open a crack but secured with a latch from the inside. The room was above the front door, with the street directly below. No chance of anyone having come in or gone out that way. No chance of anyone having left the room via the door with the body in that position.

Two women stood talking in the street. A couple of children played with a ball. Darko wondered if any of the neighbours would have seen anything.

He looked in the wardrobe—it was neat and showed no signs that an intruder had hidden there. There was no sign of a fight in the room, in fact no sign of anyone else at all.

The intense silence pressed on him, except for that annoying fly that was getting on his nerves. He strode to the window and swatted, but he slammed his hand into the windowsill. Ouch. Thankfully, the fly found the gap and escaped into freedom.

From downstairs drifted the anguished cries of the elder's wife. The good lady had found her husband when coming home from a tea function. Without his pants. With a knife in his back.

He'd asked her all the usual questions.

Had her husband been expecting anyone?

She didn't know.

Did her husband have an affair?

She didn't think so.

Did he have debts?

No.

Enemies?

Maybe. He was standing in the election.

In the vast majority of these cases, the victim had been murdered by their family, usually the wife or the husband. Husbands used violence. Wives tended to use poisoned food. Darko didn't think that the tiny woman he'd seen downstairs could be capable of inflicting this wound.

When he lifted the back of the man's coat, a tingle of magic pricked Darko's skin.

In the pocket of the coat, he found the origin of the magic field: a tiny flask, made of glass in the shape of a heart. The label said Elixir of Love. The fluid inside looked like rose water. He unstoppered the flask and sniffed the fumes from the neck of the bottle.

The potion was crude, home-made, probably by a local artisan, definitely a woman, and sang with untamed magic. Whoa, if that wouldn't bring the old long john up, then nothing would. 

*   *   *

At night, Samara slept in the local inn. The food was bad there and the rooms riddled with cockroaches and mice, but the rates were cheap. Besides, she and Iago liked mice.

Besides a man who looked too young to need her services but had bought six flasks on her first day in town, business had not been good. Hardly anyone had come to her stall at the markets, so she packed up early. For some reason, there had not been many men around. The fish wife in the next stall said that this came because all the town's men were at a meeting. There was to be an election, she said, and the struggle for the position of the town's mayor would be a fierce one.

Just her luck. When important men went to meetings, they often forgot the pleasures of life. She would sell less, be invited to visit less often and would have less chance to find out about her customers what she wanted to know.

The light from the setting sun came straight into the window. She put her pack that contained all her possessions in the corner next to the bed and found a vial in the front pocket. Tiny white pellets tinkled against the glass.

She un-stoppered the jar and sprinkled a couple of the pellets on the bedside table. Not too many, because they were precious and had taken her a long time to make.

Then she took the muslin cloth off the glass bowl and draped Iago over her shoulders. He settled there like a comfortable, if heavy, pillow. She lay down on the bed, listening to the raucous singing below.

She lay very, very still.

The first mouse came not long after, through the crack underneath the door. It tiptoed over the ground, up the side table and to the pellets Samara had put out. It snuffled about and twitched its ears. Then it nibbled the pellet. There was a small "poof" and all that remained of the mouse was a pink puff of dust.

Samara caught it in a glass jar before it could drift to the ground.

*   *   *

The fish wife wiped her hands on her apron and squinted at the bottle Darko held up.

"Elixir of Love? Yes, now that you ask me, I do remember someone selling that quackery."

Well, he was asking. In case she hadn't noticed, he'd been asking since he started talking to her. "Who was this person?"

"I couldn't tell you that. Not a local. Never seen her before. About yea high, mass of curly hair. Dark eyes, olive skin. Like a gypsy. She had a small table next to us. Dunno that she sold much, because she's gone already. Never saw too many people at the table. Must have been that snake of hers. It was thick as a man's wrist and she hung it over her shoulders. She kissed it, too."

"Did you see Elder Tomasi at her stall?"

The fish wife frowned. "How do you know that he visited?"

"I don't know. I'm asking."

"Yes, he did. He was there. He bought one of her bottles. Saw him myself. Although I don't think he wanted anyone to know. You know, the men usually don't, what with the stuff she sells, don't want to admit they got problems down there."

Darko trudged to the next stall. He got sick of hearing the same gossip over and over again. He'd be excused for thinking that the people in the village were more curious about their elders' lack of prowess in bed than with the fact that ever since the election was called, three of them had been murdered? 

Surely the woman had sold to people other than the dead elder? Surely, someone knew her name?

*   *   *

The jar had filled up with essence of mouse, pink and turbulent behind the glass. Samara put the stopper in and tucked the jar in her pocket. The last mouse that turned up Samara caught by the tail and dangled it in front of Iago's head. He struck at the squealing and wriggling animal and swallowed it, head first.

She left him full and happy with bulge in his snaky body, curled up on the bed.

See? They were a perfect pair. They both liked mice.

The inn's upstairs corridor was narrow and cluttered with spare furniture, brooms, buckets and supplies for the inn. With rooms on both sides, there was no window except at the very end. The sun had now set and the corridor was shrouded in darkness. Samara stood in the corner of the stairwell and waited until a couple of drunk patrons had stumbled up the stairs and fallen into their rooms. Then she lifted the window with her knife, slid it open and climbed onto the roof below.

She sat down on the roof tiles—still warm from the day's sun—unstoppered the jar with essence of mouse, and let a drop ooze between her lips.

And "poof", her blouse and skirt fell empty on the tiles. A grey mouse ran over the edge of the gutter and down the drain pipe.

*   *   *

"You're not from town, eh?" asked the barman while putting down two glasses of ale on the bar. "That'll be four foxes."

Darko muttered a non-committal reply while digging in his pocket. Four foxes? Really? Where did a dump like this have the
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