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The candle tin split open in Brandy's hands.

Not the lid separating from the base like normal packaging, but the entire bottom section peeling away from hidden seams she hadn't known existed. A small foil packet tumbled onto the counter between them, landing with the distinctive crinkle of industrial packaging that had no business being inside an artisanal lavender candle.

June Holloway froze mid-sentence, her explanation about soy wax ratios dying in her throat. Her hand reached toward the packet, then pulled back like touching it might confirm something she desperately didn't want to know.

"That's not mine." Her voice came out thin and strained. "That's not supposed to be there."

Brandy stared at the foil packet, her brain cataloging details with the automatic precision that eight solved mysteries had refined into instinct. Industrial laminate wrapping, heat-sealed edges, no visible labeling or manufacturer marks. The faint chemical smell beneath the lavender scent registered wrong somehow, acrid where the candle's aroma should have been pure floral comfort.

"This came from your supplier?" Brandy set the compromised tin down carefully, treating it like evidence before anyone officially declared it evidence.

"Promotional samples." June's hands trembled as she gestured at the shipping box behind her counter, still half-full of identical tins wrapped in tissue paper. "Aurex Imports sent them last week. Free demo pack for shops carrying their new line. I thought it was just marketing."

Wick & Whimsy occupied a converted Victorian house on Maplewood's east side, its interior transformed into a sensory wonderland of candles, diffusers, and carefully curated scent combinations. June had opened the shop three years ago, building a reputation for quality handmade candles and an almost supernatural ability to match fragrances with customers' personalities. Brandy had stopped by to pick up samples for her apartment, wanting something that smelled like autumn without crossing into pumpkin spice territory.

Instead, she'd walked into what looked increasingly like a smuggling operation hiding behind boutique respectability.

June pulled the shipping box onto the counter, tissue paper rustling as she unwrapped another tin with shaking hands. This one looked normal from the outside, identical cream-colored metal with embossed botanical designs and a simple label reading "Lavender Dreams, Artisanal Collection."

"Check the bottom," Brandy suggested quietly.

June turned the tin over, her fingers exploring edges with growing horror. The base section gave slightly under pressure, revealing microscopic seams invisible to casual inspection. She pressed harder and the false bottom separated, revealing another foil packet identical to the first.

"All of them." June's voice barely qualified as a whisper. "The whole sample batch."

Brandy's phone buzzed in her jacket pocket, Peter's name flashing across the screen. She'd texted him twenty minutes ago about stopping at the candle shop, their increasingly established habit of sharing mundane location updates that felt both practical and intimately domestic. She ignored the call for now, her attention fixed on the growing problem scattered across June's counter.

"Have you distributed any of these?" Brandy asked, already counting tins in the demo box.

"Two went to customers yesterday." June sank onto the stool behind her register, her face pale. "Mrs. Carmichael bought one for her daughter's birthday. Tom Winters took another for his girlfriend. They seemed so excited about supporting local crafts."

The shop bell chimed, its cheerful jingle completely inappropriate for the moment. Peter filled the doorway, his expression shifting from casual hello to focused concern in the time it took him to cross the threshold and see Brandy's face.

"Problem?" He moved to stand beside her, close enough that his shoulder brushed hers in the automatic proximity that had become their new normal.

"Hidden compartments." Brandy gestured at the evidence spread across the counter. "False bottoms containing unidentified packets in promotional candle samples from a wholesale supplier."

Peter's jaw tightened, his practical mind clearly running through the same implications Brandy's curiosity had already mapped. Smuggling routes disguised as artisanal goods. Small shops used as unwitting distribution points. Contraband hidden inside products people trusted because they associated handmade with harmless.

"June." His voice carried the gentle authority of someone who'd spent years coordinating festival logistics and community events. "We need to document everything. Supplier information, delivery dates, anyone who received these tins. Can you pull those records?"

June nodded mutely, already turning toward the filing cabinet tucked behind her workspace. Her hands still trembled as she rifled through invoices and shipping manifests, but having concrete tasks seemed to steady her slightly.

The bell chimed again, this time admitting Detective Maeve Collins in her usual unmarked sedan glory. She paused in the doorway, taking in the scene with the weary recognition of someone who'd learned that Brandy Broot and mysteries occupied the same space with magnetic inevitability.

"Doris called," Maeve said without preamble. "Said she saw you heading this direction with your 'detective face' on. I figured I should intervene before you contaminate another crime scene."

"Technically I discovered the crime scene," Brandy corrected. "The contamination was already present."

Maeve crossed to the counter, her sharp eyes cataloging the opened tins, foil packets, and June's obvious distress. She pulled latex gloves from her jacket pocket, the practiced motion of someone who'd learned to come prepared when Brandy was involved.

"Start at the beginning," Maeve instructed, already photographing the evidence with her phone. "And Brandy, please tell me you didn't touch anything."

"I opened one tin," Brandy admitted. "Before we knew about the compartments."

"Of course you did." Maeve's tone carried exasperation refined through eight previous investigations. "Peter, witness statement?"

Peter recounted the sequence while Maeve documented everything with methodical precision. June produced the Aurex Imports invoice, its details sparse but professional-looking. Promotional demo pack, twelve units, soy blend lavender candles for retail evaluation. Minimum order waived for qualifying boutique shops. The supplier contact listed a regional sales office with a generic business park address.

"Customs arrested a courier this morning," Maeve said, still photographing evidence. "Caught him at the freight terminal with a shipment of supposedly artisanal candles marked for private delivery. He
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