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      Kalina Greystone stood behind the counter bent over a tablet double checking inventory when her nephew, AJ, appeared in the doorway to what used to be the stockroom. He toted a box of comics in his arms. She was converting it into a gaming space and mini theater. "This was all that was left, Aunt K."

      Setting the tablet aside, she gave him a smile. "I'll take those."

      He handed the box over and she settled it below the counter on the top shelf. It contained all of the unclaimed new arrivals for her customers. It still amazed her that she could call them her customers. Coming home to run the family’s comic store hadn’t been in her five-year plan after graduating business school, but life had a way of intervening when it seemed most inconvenient and guiding her to where she was needed most. AJ peered at the tablet and pointed to the paper file sitting next to it. "What are you doing?"

      "Going digital. Your grandpa kept paper ledgers of everyone's orders and what we had in stock. I just finished transferring everything to the tablet so we can move some of the old files to your mom's basement." She motioned to the counter space that had until three months ago housed a clumsy, old-fashioned cash register. "And thanks to Square, we can do all of our business on the tablet, too. Send e-receipts, the whole thing."

      "Damn, you really are going high tech. Guess that fancy MBA really paid off."

      "Don't swear." She nudged his shoulder. "We still have a cash drawer, obviously, but it will be easier to reconcile at the end of the day."

      AJ stepped behind the counter and pulled her into an unexpected hug. She returned the gesture if a little awkwardly. "What was that for?"

      He shrugged one shoulder and didn't meet her gaze. "Nothing. Just missed you is all. Mom's glad you're back. Even if she doesn't say it."

      "I missed you guys, too." Kalina often wondered if the relatively small age difference between her and AJ made him see her as more of a friend than an authority figure.  She’d been eighteen when he was born fifteen years ago. Still, she couldn't deny she liked hanging out with him. "And I know she's happy she didn't have to take over the business. Now go make sure we have everything ready for the booth at the fair."

      Before they could continue their conversation, the front door opened and the tiny bell tinkled to announce the customer's entrance. AJ disappeared back through the game room and Kalina turned to greet the first patron of the day. Usually Saturdays were busy, especially in the morning, but today was the exception. Everyone was heading down to the waterfront for the annual Solstice Fair to kick off the start of summer. People from neighboring towns came out to the little town of Ellesworth, Massachusetts to enjoy arguably the best homemade baked goods on the southern coast of the state and generally indulge in silly carnival games. A familiar face greeted her and warmth crept up her neck. Christian Harper.

      "Hi." Her mouth went dry at the sight of him. They hadn't really spoken in the last fifteen years. Not since they'd ended their three-year relationship in high school. But he looked just the same with his bright blue eyes—the kind a girl could get lost in without trying—and slightly messy brown hair.

      "Hey, Kal. How are you?"

      Kalina coughed a time or two to find her voice. "Good. Busy... Well, I mean not at this particular moment with the fair today but..." She rambled when she was nervous. Taking a breath, she collected herself. "Can I help you with something, Officer?" Last she’d heard he had joined the police department out of college. Just because they hadn’t spoken didn’t mean she hadn’t had ways of keeping up-to-date with his life. She’d also heard he was still single.

      Chris smiled, his eyes crinkling around the corners. "Actually, it’s Detective now.” He tapped the top of his detective’s shield. “And I was looking for some T-shirts for my nephews. They're big into superheroes these days."

      "Nephews?" Kalina buried her face in her hands. How had she forgotten? "Of course. How old are they now?"

      "Jackson is eight and Benji is ten."

      She looked around the shop. The wall that normally housed the T-shirt selection was bare. "Well, we have some but we are taking them down to the fair. We have a booth."

      "Well, if you don't mind the company, I'll go down with you. We can catch up."

      "Sure. Let me just let AJ know he can head down and start setting up."

      She was about to text him when AJ stuck his head in through the front door. "We're all set. Everything's in the car."

      Kalina retrieved the locked cash box her father had kept for the fair from its spot on the back shelf. Holding it up, she gave it a shake. "You forgot this."

      "I thought you said we were going digital?"

      "Some things are tradition. Besides, you know all the proceeds from today go to the Wounded Warrior charity."

      Her nephew rolled his eyes but grabbed the box and gestured for her to hand over the car keys. She arched a brow and nodded in Chris’s direction. “I don’t think so.” She turned to Chris. “Want a ride?”

      “Love one.”

      AJ led the small procession out of the shop. Kalina paused long enough to lock the front door—habits from her time living in the city—and climbed into the driver seat. Chris slid into the passenger and AJ settled in the back amidst the boxes of merchandise up for sale.

      The trip down to the waterfront was brief and quiet. Apparently, ‘catching up’ didn’t involve talking in front of a fifteen-year-old boy. Ten minutes later, Kalina’s car was empty and the small booth with a “Geeks and Things” banner was laden with boxes. AJ wandered off in search of his friends, leaving the grown-ups to handle unpacking.

      “I thought he was supposed to be helping you,” Chris said as he laid out some new comics.

      She waved dismissively in the direction he’d gone. “He’ll be back. We’re splitting our time so I figure he can get in on some rides before the lines get too long. What superheroes are the boys into?”

      Chris scratched his chin. “Jack likes Hulk. And I’m pretty sure Benji mentioned something about Rocket Raccoon.”

      She rifled through a box of shirts. “So … Detective, huh? Congrats.”

      “Thanks. I owe a lot to Captain Cahill. He trained me since I joined the force.” That wasn’t a name Kalina recognized, but there had been changes in leadership since she left to pursue her dreams of owning her own business.

      “I bet.” She nodded toward his badge. “You working today?” She found a couple of kids’ smalls and held them up for his approval.

      He gave her a thumbs up on both. “Sort of. But my shift doesn’t start until later this afternoon.” He smiled again and Kalina’s legs went weak. “You know, Kal, I was honestly surprised to hear you’d come back to town.”

      She tugged at a few strands of loose, red curls. Could she admit to him she hadn’t entirely wanted to? Would that make her sound like an awful daughter? “Well, Dad left the place to me in the will. I couldn’t just leave it to wither away. He raised me on comics. It’s in my blood.”

      “I’m sorry about your dad’s passing by the way.”

      Her chest tightened for a moment at the thought of her father’s death. “Thanks. We knew he had heart trouble so the last heart attack wasn’t a huge surprise. But it means a lot that you care.”

      More familiar faces passed by. Some waved or nodded in their direction. Kalina waved back. Despite not having wanted to come home, a part of her was happy to be back. She missed being a part of such a small community. She stowed the cash box behind a pile of old video games and leaned forward on the edge of the table. “So, you aren’t on duty for a while. You want to check out the judging for the pastries?”

      “Absolutely. How much do I owe you for the shirts?”

      Kalina started to say they were free but caught herself. “Five bucks each.”

      He handed over a twenty dollar bill but waved her off when she made a move to open the cash box. “Consider the rest a donation.”

      “Thanks.”

      AJ appeared from the crowd and ducked into the booth. His cheeks were flushed and he wore a dopey grin. The wrist band on his left hand signaled he’d been on the roller coaster and likely the Ferris wheel already. Kalina thought she spotted a smudge on his cheek that bore a strong resemblance to lipstick but she kept silent

      “We’ll be back. We’re just going to check out the baking contest,” Kalina said and patted her nephew on the shoulder.  The contest had always been a favorite for her, especially since her great aunt Agatha and her friends had a habit of winning.

      The fairgrounds bustled with people stopping by vendors on both sides of the promenade, buying everything from handmade picture frames to tote bags with hand-painted waterscapes. The pastry judging tent sat at the far end of the promenade. They always did the judging early on to encourage people to buy the winning sweets. It was never that much of a real competition. Mrs. Margaret Grant always won for her blueberry and raspberry scones. It had been that way since Kalina was a little girl. Usually, Kalina’a great aunt Agatha also won for her European sponge cake with lemon drizzle. Her mouth watered at the thought of the cake. She’d been away for the last few summers and had missed getting to share a slice while they chatted. Kalina walked with purpose towards the judging tent until she felt a hand squeeze lightly on her wrist.

      “Sorry,” she said when she saw Chris slowing her down. “I guess I still have some city habits to break.”

      “It’s okay. You just don’t need to be in such a hurry. You know they announce the winners over the loudspeaker.”

      She smiled sheepishly and fell into step beside him. The sun peeked out from behind a thin layer of cloud cover, highlighting thin veins of gold in Chris’s hair. For a moment she remembered them as two high school kids who thought they were in love. But that time was past. They weren’t kids anymore, maybe friends but nothing more. Not after she was sure she’d broken his heart when she went away to school. “So, did you ever settle down?”

      “Nope. Still a bachelor. I guess I just never found the right girl. What about you?”

      She shook her head. “There was a guy in college but … it didn’t end well.”

      They reached the judging tent and found both great aunt Agatha and Mrs. Grant sitting behind their respective entries. Kalina bent down to place an order for Mrs. Grant’s scones and noticed another set of scones down the table manned by Andrea Nevins. She’d been a couple years ahead of Kalina and Chris in school.

      “Nice to see you finally made it home, Kali,” great aunt Agatha said with a smile. She reached out to pat Kalina on the wrist.

      “Me, too, Auntie Agatha.” She grabbed the pen in front of the sponge cake and jotted down an order as well.  Agatha arched a silver brow. “Well, this is new. You don’t usually buy my cake.”

      Kalina smirked. “Well, maybe I felt a little guilty about missing the last few years. And honestly, it looks even better than usual.”

      “You’re sweet, my girl.” She gestured over Kalina’s shoulder. “I see you two found your way back to each other.”

      Great aunt Agatha had always been fond of Chris. She was the first person Kalina had confided in when they’d started dating in school. “He just came by the shop to buy some shirts for his nephews. That’s all.”

      “I told you that you two had something special. But I’m just an old lady, what do I know.” She feigned annoyance but Kalina could see the sparkle in her eyes.

      “You were never much of a match maker, Aggie,” Mrs. Grant chided from her spot down the table.

      “Oh hush, you,” Agatha replied, waving her friend’s comment away.

      Kalina looked around, hoping to spot the third member of Aunt Agatha’s trio, Cynthia Ellicott. For as long as she could remember, the three women had been inseparable and they never missed the Solstice Fair. “Where’s Ms. Ellicott?”

      Aunt Agatha and Mrs. Grant shared a look that Kalina couldn’t decipher. “She hasn’t been in the best health,” Mrs. Grant answered quickly.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do?”

      Aunt Agatha shook her head. “No, when she gets like this, it’s best to just give her space. But, it’s sweet of you to worry. You always had such a kind heart, Kali.”

      Kalina darted around the side of the table and wrapped her aunt in a firm hug. “I’ll see you later.”

      “I’ll save you a big slice of cake,” she replied with a wink.

      “Well, good luck to both of you,” Kalina said and stepped back to allow other people to approach. At the far end of the table, a man in a police uniform stood beside someone Kalina didn’t recognize.  “Who is that?” She addressed Chris and pointed at the pair.

      “That’s Captain Dan Cahill and the woman is his fiancée, Leslie Mayfield. She teaches at the elementary school. Benji is in her class.”

      They moved down the table and Chris placed an order for Leslie’s apple tarts. “Good luck.”

      Leslie tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, not so subtly flashing her engagement ring, and smiled big. She turned to Kalina and offered her non-bejeweled hand. “Hi, I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “I’m Kalina Greystone.” They shook hands briefly. “My father used to own Geeks and Things up on Main Street. I moved back to run the store after he died.”

      “Oh, right, of course.”

      Dan leaned in and kissed Leslie on the cheek. “I think they’re about to start the judging.”

      Kalina and Chris moved back into the crowd while the judges sampled the various sweets, concurring in low whispers and making notes on their clipboards. The town took the contest very seriously. Tension rose amongst the crowd as they awaited the announcement. At the far end of the table great aunt Agatha sat with her hands folded in her lap. Mrs. Grant shot Andrea annoyed looks as the judges handed the winning votes to the announcer, Theodore Maxwell. He cleared his throat and held the microphone too close to his mouth.

      “We have the results of the baking contest. Remember, you can put an order in at any time to purchase the winning pastries. All proceeds go to the Wounded Warrior charity.”

      The feedback on the speakers squealed and Kalina covered her ears along with many of the people watching. Theo held the mic further from his mouth and studied the first scrap of paper. “The winner for best fruit tart goes to Ms. Leslie Mayfield.”

      Cheers went up from the crowd and Leslie grinned and waved. Captain Cahill let out a loud whistle, making his fiancée blush. He darted up to the stage and placed a huge bouquet in her arms. Theo waved his hand for quiet and the crowd settled down. “Best sponge cake, of course, goes to Mrs. Agatha Davies.” The crowd’s response was a little more subdued as Agatha stood up and took a little bow. Kalina noted the older woman’s cheeks were a bit flushed when they hadn’t been a few moments earlier. But she assumed it was just due to the excitement of yet another blue ribbon for her mantle. Beside Agatha, Mrs. Grant already had her hands on the armrest, poised to push herself up to accept the blue ribbon for her scones.

      “And finally, the winner for the best scones is…” Theo stopped and turned to the judges. They nodded in unison and he faced the growing throng, clearing his throat as he did so. “The winner is Ms. Andrea Nevins.”

      A hush fell over the crowd. Mrs. Grant jumped from her seat and marched toward the judges before Andrea could accept the ribbon. Chris stood beside Kalina, mouth agape as the older woman leaned in close enough to Theo’s microphone that her tirade carried across the fairgrounds.

      “This is unacceptable. My scones were far better than hers.”

      Andrea paled and dabbed her eyes before hurrying off the stage clutching the ribbon to her chest. A few members in the crowd patted her on the back and her older brother broke from the group to wrap an arm around her shoulders, leading her away.

      “Mrs. Grant, please. This is just a friendly competition,” Theo said, trying to yank the microphone out of her reach.

      She wasn’t having any of it. She waggled a finger at the judges, summoning them forward. “You three had better explain yourselves.”

      From behind her, great aunt Agatha shuffled forward and tried to tug Mrs. Grant away but had no luck. “Margie, come on now.” Agatha’s words fell on deaf ears.

      “It’s not that your scones weren’t good, Mrs. Grant. It’s just … Andy’s were better this year,” one of the judges said.

      People began to disperse, no longer interested in seeing Mrs. Grant lose her temper with the judges. Kalina nudged Chris in the ribs and nodded back towards the booth. “I should probably head back to make sure AJ is doing okay.” She looked at her watch. “Besides, he’s probably looking for an early lunch.”

      “No problem.”

      They walked side by side back down the promenade. Kalina made a mental note to stop by some of the booths near the end of the day to pick up some early Christmas presents for her sister and mother. The Geeks and Things booth came into view and she couldn’t keep a smile from tugging at the corners of her lips. A small group of kids clamored around the table, picking up action figures and T-shirts. Money changed hands rapidly and AJ gave her a double thumbs up when he spotted her.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to hawking your wares,” Chris said.

      “Enjoy the rest of the fair.” She waved and slid in behind the table next to her nephew.

      He blew out a breath. “Thank God you’re back. It’s been super nuts. I’m starving.”

      Kalina chuckled. “Yes, yes. Go get food. Bring me back a fried dough. Extra cinnamon sugar.”

      He gave her a salute and raced out of the booth and toward the refreshment tent. Kalina settled into the metal chair behind the table and waited for people passing by to stop. She didn’t have to wait long before Leslie appeared with her big smile plastered to her lips. She’d pinned the ribbon to her blouse. The bouquet was nowhere to be seen.

      “Congrats again on your win,” Kalina said.

      “Thanks. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you before. I guess I’m not all that good with faces unless they are my students.”

      “No worries. I left town for a while after high school. Big city dreams. Earned my business degree and worked in Boston for a few years. But I guess my heart was always back here in town.” Maybe if she told herself that enough time, it would make it sure. Kalina glanced around for Captain Cahill. “Where’s your fiancé?”

      “Oh, getting some drinks from the refreshment tent. We’re going to celebrate. Did you want to buy some fruit tarts?”

      “Sure. I’d love to.”

      Their conversation died instantly when a high-pitched shriek went up from the direction of the food. Another scream followed it. Leaving cash box and merchandise untended, Kalina took off at a sprint. Thoughts of AJ spurred her forward. She didn’t bother to check to see if Leslie was following or not. Kalina arrived at the tent to find people bunched together in a semi-circle around one of the tables. Kalina shoved her way to the front. AJ bent over a motionless great aunt Agatha. She lay on the ground, one hand pressed to her stomach, the other gripped around her throat. She’d already started to lose color in her cheeks. AJ looked up, his facial features contorted into a mask of helpless terror, and he said, “I think she’s dead.”
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      Footsteps pounded on the hard-packed ground and Chris came into view. Kalina had no idea where he'd come from but he didn't look out of breath. On the other side of the table, Mrs. Grant pressed one hand to her chest, tears glistening in her eyes. She'd calmed down from her rant about the scones but now that same look of horror Kalina had seen in her nephew’s eyes reflected in the old woman’s.

      "Dear Lord, this can't be happening."

      It was barely audible above the crowd yelling for help, but Kalina heard it. The statement seemed an odd reaction and it piqued her curiosity. Kalina bent down and gently tugged AJ to his feet and away from Agatha’s prone form. Chris took up AJ's spot and studied her. "Who saw what happened?"

      AJ raised his hand. His fingers trembled and he quickly closed them into a fist to keep from shaking. A few other people inched forward, mumbling that they had seen what happened. From across the tent Captain Cahill approached, cell phone in hand. He pressed it to his ear and, amid the rumbling of the crowd, Kalina heard him request an ambulance. Ellesworth wasn't big enough to have its own morgue. She'd no doubt be taken west to Salem. Chris stood up and waved people back. "Everyone, I need you to back up. Do not touch anything on this table." He turned to AJ. "I'm going to need to talk to you. Why don't you come with me?"

      "I'm coming with him," Kalina said.

      "Did you see anything?"

      "No. But you can't talk to him alone. He's only fifteen." She didn’t think Chris thought AJ had done anything bad, but she also knew her nephew needed support and she wasn’t going to let him go through witnessing a close relative just drop dead.

      Chris looked unhappy about the intrusion but didn't object further. They headed over to an empty table at the back of the tent while Captain Cahill ushered the rest of the crowd out of the food tent. He disappeared as well, only to be heard moments later over the loudspeaker.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to announce we will be shutting down early this year. Due to a medical emergency, we ask that all vendors please conclude your transactions and pack up.”

      This was not how Kalina had expected her first time running the booth in her own right would go. Turning her attention back to Chris and AJ, she reached over and squeezed her nephew’s hand.

      "Okay, AJ. Walk me through what you saw." Chris produced a notepad from his pocket. He came prepared for anything. His tone was gentle, supportive.

      "I was in line for fried dough. Aunt K. wanted some, and auntie Agatha was sitting there having a cup of tea. She gave me a wave and I was going to stop by and see her before I headed back to the booth. Everything was fine and then she just started choking and bent over like she was going to throw up." He put his head in his hands. "I never saw anyone look like that."

      Kalina took one of his hands in hers and gave it a firm squeeze. "It's okay. You did good."

      He looked up at her through watery eyes. "But... I should have done something to help."

      “Had you seen her before today? I know your family was close,” Chris probed.

      “Uh, maybe a week ago she came by for dinner with me and my parents.”

      “And how’d she seem then?”

      “Fine. Why?”

      “I’m just trying to get a sense of what might have made her start choking.” Chris glanced at the table she’d been sitting at. “You said she had tea. Was she eating anything?”

      “No. Just the tea.”

      Chris leaned over. "Did you see anyone tamper with her tea?"

      "N-no. I don't think so. God, was she murdered?" His teenage falsetto shot his voice up an octave.

      Chris shook his head. "I don't know. But something happened to make her stop breathing.” Chris tucked his notepad in his pocket. “ I'd like you to go down to the station and give a full statement."

      "Does he have to do it right now? He's in shock,” Kalina argued.

      Chris's face softened. "No. Just make sure you get down there in the next day or so. If this turns out to be something more than accidental then we want to get people's recollections down as clearly as possible."

      Kalina stared at him in confusion. He couldn’t honestly believe someone would want to hurt aunt Agatha. She’d probably just choked on the tea and couldn’t catch her breath. Sirens blared, sounding a prolonged wail from behind the food tent. Flashing red lights cast a bright glow over the faces of the few people still gathered to watch. Two uniformed paramedics climbed out of the ambulance and approached Captain Cahill who had returned to supervise. Chris had gone off to interview other potential witnesses.

      Kalina wrapped a comforting arm around her nephew and said, "AJ, I want you to call your mom and have her pick you up. You don't need to be here right now."

      "What are you going to do?" His eyes glistened with unshed tears. He was trying to put on a brave face and it broke her heart.

      "I'm going to have a talk with Mrs. Grant. Something about this whole situation seems strange."

      "Aunt K., don't get involved. Please."

      "I'll be fine. Now go call your mom."

      AJ wandered off. Kalina headed for the beverage table and picked up two bottles of water before retreating to Mrs. Grant. Chris reached out a hand to bar her path. “Not everyone needs a chaperone to talk to me.”

      “I’m just bringing her some water. She looks like she could use it.”

      She sidestepped his outstretched arm and proceeded to sit down beside Mrs. Grant. The woman hadn’t torn her gaze away from the corpse, even as the paramedics loaded her onto a gurney and rolled her to the back of the ambulance. Kalina was certain she’d be hit with her own wave of grief at the loss of her great aunt but for the moment, focusing on other people was keeping that feeling at bay. She would break down in private if she had anything to say about it. Kalina pressed an opened bottle of water into the woman’s free hand.

      “Mrs. Grant, are you all right?”

      Finally, Mrs. Grant blinked several times and turned her attention to Kalina. “I’m sorry. What?”

      “I just wanted to see if you were all right.”

      “Well, of course I’m not all right! My friend just died.” Almost instantly, her demeanor changed. Her body sagged and she took a swig of water. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      “I understand. Believe me.  Can I ask you something?” The woman nodded and Kalina continued. “You said something earlier, right after Auntie Agatha died. You said that this couldn’t be happening. What made you think that?”

      Mrs. Grant took several long gulps of water and fussed with the hem of her blouse. “I … I don’t know what you mean. I suppose I was just shocked. It all happened so quickly.”

      “Kalina, that’s enough. Go back to your booth and pack up like the captain said. Please.” Chris ushered Kalina out of the tent and back to the promenade. She expected him to return to questioning witnesses but he kept a solid grip on her elbow all the way back to her booth

      She pulled her arm free. “You don’t trust me?”

      “You always had a thing for sticking your nose in other people’s business.”

      “Agatha is my family, Chris. If something happened to her, you can’t expect me to just sit on my hands.”

      “Unless you joined the police force without any of us knowing, the best thing you can do is make sure AJ gives his statement while his memory is still clear. Okay?”

      “You know I will.”

      Chris retreated from view. There was no way she was backing off now. Being back home had reignited a sense of loyalty she’d missed while being away. And she owed it to Auntie Agatha to find the truth. Whatever it may be.
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      Ten minutes later, Kalina stood by the car, loading the last box of merchandise into the back seat. AJ had disappeared again but she didn’t have the heart to go find him. Settling the boxes so she could still see out the rear window gave Kalina a few private moments to let the reality sink in. The woman who’d been her confidante, her champion, was dead. Hot tears streamed down her cheeks and she barely kept a sob from passing her lips. She eased the back closed as her sister, Jillian, appeared from the gravel lot behind the refreshment tent. Her expression warned that she was not pleased. Jillian clearly hadn’t heard the news. She stalked over to Kalina’s car.

      “What the hell is going on? You said you’d look after AJ for the day.”

      “Aunt Agatha is dead, Jill.” Kalina dried her cheeks with the back of her hand.

      “What? What happened?” Jillian demanded.

      “I don’t know. She was sitting having tea and then she just fell over I guess. AJ saw it happen and he’s pretty freaked out about it. I figured you’d want him home with you guys. And the police have shut the fair down for the day.”

      “The police are involved?”

      “I don’t know that it’s more than just an accident but they’re looking into it. Chris wants AJ to give a statement down at the station.”

      “Chris?” His name caught her sister off guard.

      “Detective Christian Harper.”

      Jillian let out a hiccup of laughter. “So you finally ran into the ex?”

      “Yeah.”

      The levity vanished as Jillian collapsed against the hood of Kalina’s car. “Aunt Agatha’s really dead? Oh God. And AJ didn’t say … just to come pick him up.”

      Kalina pulled her older sister into a firm hug. “He’ll be okay. He has you to lean on.”

      Jillian rubbed at her eyes to dry them and composed herself. “We just saw her a few days ago. God, it’s like Dad all over again.”

      “We got through that. We’re going to get through this, too,” Kalina reminded her. They hadn’t been the type of sisters who did everything together when they were kids but in that moment, Kalina felt like she was closer to her big sister than they’d ever been.

      “You’ve always been the strong one, Kal,” Jillian whispered as they stepped apart.

      Kalina wasn’t sure she agreed with her sister’s assessment. “You’ll need to make sure he goes down to the police station to give a statement. I promised Chris he would.”

      “I can do that. God, someone has to let Mom know. We’ll have to plan a funeral and someone needs to clean out her house.”

      Kalina could hear her sister spiraling and she cut it off. “We will have time to do all those things. You need to be with your son now. Go.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Kalina spotted Mrs. Grant making her way to the parking lot alone. “I have to go.”

      Without another word to her sister, she raced off in the hopes of intercepting Mrs. Grant. She had to jog to catch the older woman. “Mrs. Grant, can I offer you a ride home?”

      “No. Thank you. I just want to be alone.”

      “I don’t mind. Really. I was hoping we could talk without so many people around.”

      Mrs. Grant glanced around as if she feared they were being watched. “Tomorrow. Come by for morning tea.”

      “Thank you. I’ll see you then.”

      It wasn’t the sit down she’d been hoping for but it would have to do. She couldn’t explain why but she felt the need to go to aunt Agatha’s house. Maybe it was because Jillian had mentioned it but maybe she just needed to feel close to her aunt one last time. The drive was short—less than twenty minutes and she pulled into the driveway. Agatha’s car still sat there. She must have gotten a ride from Mrs. Grant to the fair.

      Kalina may not have come to visit recently, but she knew her great aunt always left a spare key under the front mat. She bent down and flicked the top left corner down, finding the slender silver key where it had always been. She unlocked the front door and stepped into the front hall. She’d spent a lot of time in high school with her great aunt and she knew the layout like the back of her hand. She moved in the eerie silence to the bedroom first. It was empty, the bed made perfectly. Nothing felt off there and she retreated to the kitchen.

      Everything looked in its place there, too. She had bowls from breakfast drying on the rack beside the sink. Her antique porcelain teapot sat on the stove ready for use. Kalina studied the pot and a memory flashed through her mind.

      “You are going to do great things, Kali,” Aunt Agatha said, pouring tea from the spout of the delicate pot.

      “But, I’ve never been away from home this long before. And with Chris staying here, what if it doesn’t work out?” She was seventeen, about to go off to college.

      “The universe has a way of working things out. Keeping that balance. Whatever is supposed to happen will happen, my dear.”

      Kalina doubted that the sudden death of her aunt was in the universe’s game plan. But maybe Chris stumbling back into her life was a sign. She pushed that thought away as she made her way into the living room. It was cozy with overstuffed couches and a recliner. The low table that stood in the center of the room bore something crumpled. It wasn’t like Agatha to leave trash around. She bent and caught sight of typed text. Her whole body began to shake and she took a step back, pulling out her phone.

      She dialed the only number she had for Chris and waited.

      “Hello?” His answer sounded distracted.

      “Chris, thank God you still have your old number. I’m at Aunt Agatha’s house and I think there’s something you need to see.”

      She retreated to the front steps to wait for his arrival. When he pulled up, he looked all business, badge clipped to his belt and a pair of latex gloves sticking out of his pocket.

      “What are you doing here, Kal?”

      “I just felt drawn here. But it’s inside. Come on.”

      She led him to the living room and the crumpled piece of paper. He arched a brow in disbelief. “You brought me out here for a piece of paper?”

      “She doesn’t leave trash just sitting around.”

      He donned his gloves and smoothed out the page, revealing a single line of bold, capitalized text: LYING IS A MORTAL SIN. She looked at Chris after a beat. “Okay, that’s cryptic.”

      Chris carried the note out to his car and slid it into a clear plastic bag marked ‘Evidence’. Laying the bag on the passenger seat of his car, he turned and took her hands in his. Almost like he’d done the day he asked her to prom. “I know. But that’s why I need you to keep out of it, okay? Let me do my job. Please, Kal.”

      The way he said her name, that small pleading note in it, tugged at her heart. They may have grown up and apart but he was still the sweet boy who’d been her first kiss. Her first many things.

      “Okay,” she answered softly. He relinquished his grip on her hands and she spun on her heel, retreating to her car before he could say more. As she pulled out of the driveway, she wondered if Mrs. Grant knew about the note.
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      That night, Kalina couldn’t sleep. The brief glimpse of Aunt Agatha’s face—a twisted mask in death—invaded her dreams, waking her in cold sweats. She couldn’t imagine how AJ was managing. Sure, she fancied herself a sleuth in theory, but maybe Chris was right. She wasn’t equipped to handle dead bodies, especially when they were related to her.

      “Don’t focus on the dead,” she mumbled to herself as the clock on her nightstand clicked over to two o’clock.

      Kicking the sheets aside, she padded out to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. If the day’s events wouldn’t let her sleep then she would embrace being the night owl. For a brief moment she wondered how superheroes like Daredevil managed to get any sleep with the nighttime crime fighting and a day job.

      Settling in front of her laptop, steaming mug of coffee within reach, she logged on to the internet with the hopes of finding … what exactly? For all of her progressive stances, Aunt Agatha had been a staunch opponent to social media. She’d insisted she didn’t need everyone knowing all of her business. But she knew at least a few people who were frequent fair goers with accounts. And in a town as relatively small as Ellesworth, you were friends with everyone on Facebook. Small mercies. She logged on and scrolled through her news feed. Not surprisingly, lots of people had posted statuses from the Solstice Fair, often with accompanying photos. Photos were good. She scrolled through them all. Many were useless, images snapped at the top of the Ferris wheel or teetering over the first plunge on the roller coaster. But a few from folks her mother’s age—yes, her mother had finally embraced the internet—had posted photos of some of the items they’d purchased and a few people had gotten shots of the pastry judging.

      She let out a hiss between her front teeth at a not-so-flattering photo of Mrs. Grant laying into the judges. “Not a good look, Mrs. Grant.”

      What she needed was a shot of Aunt Agatha before her untimely demise. The refreshment tent boasted photo-worthy dishes. There had to be someone who had caught her in the tent before she died.

      She lifted her mug to her lips but found the contents gone. The clock on her screen noted it was almost four in the morning now. She’d been scrolling for nearly two hours and found nothing. Barely stifling a yawn, she retreated to the kitchen for a refill. She’d look for another half hour and then try to get some sleep. She had a breakfast date with Mrs. Grant to keep, after all. Kalina slunk back into her chair and continued scrolling, the infusion of caffeine jolting her nerves and synapses awake. Just as the clock ticked from 3:59 to 4:00 she had a breakthrough. One of AJ’s friends—Devon Landry—had a thing for food and had meticulously photographed the tent’s contents. He’d also dragged AJ into a selfie. It wasn’t much but she could make out Aunt Agatha sitting at the table behind them in the right corner of the picture. She clicked to the next photo in the album and nearly spilled her coffee down her shirt. Agatha lay on the ground and her body contorted mid-spasm. He’d photographed her death. She still didn’t know for sure that her great aunt had been targeted, no matter what that cryptic note said. The last picture in the album depicted Aunt Agatha just before the paramedics arrived. Captain Cahill—at least Kalina assumed it was him from the back of his head—stood over her, shooing people away. Something about the scene gnawed at her mind. There was something to it. She just couldn’t see what. Maybe Mrs. Grant would feel a little more forthcoming when the shock had worn off a little. Kalina downed the rest of the coffee and flopped onto the couch, hoping to get at least a couple hours of sleep.
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      “Hello, Mrs. Grant? It’s Kalina Greystone,” she called through the screen door on Mrs. Grant’s porch four hours later. She’d managed to sleep until seven.

      No one answered. She waited before opening the screen door and knocking on the pale blue-painted wood behind it. Hand raised to knock a second time, Kalina stopped when the door eased open and Mrs. Grant appeared. Her eyes were red-rimmed and saucer-wide. The old woman hadn’t gotten much sleep either.

      “What are you doing here?” Mrs. Grant’s gaze darted around as if she expected someone to jump out of the bushes.

      “You invited me yesterday at the fair. And I didn’t get my order of scones so I was hoping I could pick them up.” Aunt Agatha would have insisted she keep her order.

      Mrs. Grant peered around for another thirty seconds before she relaxed a little. Her shoulders rolled back and she stood up straighter. “Oh, yes. I nearly forgot. Please come in, my dear.” She backed out of the doorway to let Kalina in. “And at least someone around here appreciates my baking.”

      Kalina didn’t respond. She just followed the woman into her front foyer and took an immediate left into the living room. Mrs. Grant shuffled off to the kitchen without another word. Kalina took the time to check out the mantelpiece adorned with a simple silver urn at the center and a photo of a much younger Mr. and Mrs. Grant on their wedding day. She’d been to Mrs. Grant’s house only a few times growing up, usually accompanied by Aunt Agatha. Kalina didn’t have a very clear memory of Mr. Grant and in fact he’d rarely been around whenever she came by. But she didn’t ever recall seeing an urn. A single framed photo of three women in their 30s sat on the other side of the urn. One of them was easily discernible as Mrs. Grant; the one in the middle bore a resemblance to Mrs. Davies and the third had to be Ms. Ellicott.

      “Here we are. Do you take anything in your tea? I can never remember,” Mrs. Grant reappeared with a tea tray.

      “No, thanks.” Kalina accepted the cup and saucer once Mrs. Grant had poured the tea. “When did your husband pass?”

      “Alan? Oh, last year in a car accident.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Mrs. Grant glanced at the urn and gave a solemn nod. “It was a shock. But things like that always are.”

      Kalina took a sip of tea. “Like yesterday with Aunt Agatha.”

      Mrs. Grant fussed with her teacup, turning it one way and then the other atop the saucer. She wouldn’t meet Kalina’s gaze and, for longer than felt comfortable, she kept quiet. Kalina had time. She could be patient if that’s what it took to make this woman open up about whatever she suspected.

      “How are you and your family holding up?”

      It was Kalina’s turn to avert her gaze and contemplate the contents of her teacup. “I think we’re all still in a bit of denial. I keep thinking we’ll have to find her will, sort all of that out and then I shake my head because it just feels absurd. That she can’t be gone.”

      “It’s never easy when the loss is sudden,” Mrs. Grant agreed softly.

      Kalina took another sip of tea and cleared her throat. “I know you must still be processing what happened, too, but you didn’t seem that surprised by what happened. If you think there’s something else going on, you should tell someone. The police maybe.”

      “I don’t know about that. What do I know? I’m just an old lady.”

      “But Aunt Agatha would want you to say something. You were best friends,” Kalina motioned to the framed photo on the mantle.

      “Oh, we were. We’d grown up together, gone to school up through college and came back to Ellesworth after graduation. We met our husbands in the same circles. Goodness, that was a long while ago.”

      “I’ve seen you two. You were practically inseparable when I was growing up,” Kalina pointed out. “That sort of friendship and loyalty runs deep. Please, if something did happen to her, I need to know. She was just as important to me as she was to you.”

      Mrs. Grant finally took a sip of her own tea and tears sprang to her eyes. “It just feels so empty without her.”

      Kalina nodded. “Believe me, I know. That’s why I’m asking if you can think of anything that might have seemed off about her or anyone else. Did you see anything out of the ordinary after you left the pastry judging?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know. Was anyone paying more attention than usual to her?”

      “Not that I recall. I mean she always had everyone swarming to place an order of her cake. It was just like every year.”

      Kalina pursed her lips, trying to figure out how best to phrase her question. “Did you notice if anyone went near her tea before she fell?”

      “I wasn’t paying attention. To be honest, I was just so upset about losing to that little…” Mrs. Grant took a long swallow of tea, cutting off the tirade.

      “You’re sure you didn’t see anything at all? You didn’t happen to notice if she made her own tea?”

      “I think someone brought it to her maybe.” Her brow furrowed. “Yes, I think someone brought it to her but I don’t know who. Do they know what actually happened?”

      Kalina shook her head. “I don’t know.” It did get her brain whirring. Agatha had been fine before the pastry judging and she’d only interacted physically with the judges long enough to accept her ribbon. And if, like Mrs. Grant and AJ said, she’d only had tea, then that seemed to be the logical delivery system if someone was in fact targeting her.

      Mrs. Grant set her teacup down, hands trembling. She still wouldn’t look Kalina in the eye. “It was lovely of you to stop by but I’m afraid I don’t have time to visit any longer. Things to do.”

      Kalina didn’t want to accept defeat but Mrs. Grant wasn’t opening up like she’d hoped. She took her time finishing the cup of tea before standing up. “I appreciate your time, Mrs. Grant. When should I pick up those scones?”

      “They should still have them at the fair. You can get them there.” Mrs. Grant shuffled toward her as if to shoo her out of the house.

      What was she hiding? Should she bring up the note she’d found in Aunt Agatha’s house? It was a detail no one besides the police had right now “The police found a threatening note in Aunt Agatha’s house. You wouldn’t know anything about that would you?”

      “N-no. I’m afraid not. I wish I could point you or the police to who would have wanted to hurt my friend, but I’m useless.”

      Kalina tried to give a sympathetic smile and offered the older woman a brief hug. “Thanks again for having me over.”

      Mrs. Grant shut the door behind Kalina, shoving her unceremoniously into the screen door. She let out a little grunt as the scratchy mesh snagged on her shirt and a loose wire scraped along her forearm. There was definitely something going on with Mrs. Grant. Just as she eased the screen door shut behind her, her phone beeped with a text message from AJ: “Can we talk?”

      She sent back a quick note letting him know he could stop by the shop. In the meantime, she had some research to do and the shop was as good a place to do it as any.
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      It was a short trip from Mrs. Grant’s house to Geeks and Things. Kalina pulled into the back lot and headed in through the game room, pausing to take in the new look of the space. It may not have been her first choice of dream job, but she knew she was far surpassing what her father would have expected of her. The shop was quiet as she settled behind the counter and pulled up a browser on her tablet. She stared at the search page that popped up, momentarily at a loss for what to do. If she was working off the theory that someone had intentionally targeted Aunt Agatha, then she just needed to figure out how they could have done it. The tea seemed the most efficient method. So, poison maybe? She typed in ‘symptoms of poisoning’ into the search bar and waited. The search engine helpfully populated the phone number for Poison Control as the very first entry. She scrolled through the thousands of results and was about to click on one just as the bell sounded above the door and AJ walked in. Dark smudges under his eyes and pale skin signaled he hadn’t slept much the night before either.

      “Hey. How you holding up?” She knew it was a redundant question given what had happened and his physical state but she couldn’t help herself.

      Her nephew hiccuped a breath and burst into tears. She laid the tablet aside and rounded the counter to fold him into a hug. “Shh. It’s okay. You’re going to be fine.”

      “I just feel so guilty. I should have done something. CPR or I don’t know. I shouldn’t have just stood and watched.”

      “It happened so fast I don’t think there was anything you could have done.”

      He sniffled and scrubbed at his tear-stained face with the backs of his hands. In that moment he was the little boy she’d babysat for on summers home from college, so young and vulnerable.

      “Have you had your follow-up conversation with he police?”

      “No. They called this morning and said that I needed to come down. They talked to Mom but it sounded serious. Can you come with me? Mom offered but I’d feel better if it was you. Besides, she’s been super clingy since yesterday It’s like she’s afraid I’m going to kick it next.”

      “Sure. Let me just grab a few things.”

      She retrieved the tablet and keys, killed the lights and followed her nephew outside. The police station was only a five minute walk from the shop and so they headed down the sidewalk side by side. Normally the fair would be rolling into day two but she assumed that given Aunt Agatha’s death, it was cancelled. Aunt Agatha had been a fixture in the community. There would no doubt be an article in addition to the obituary for her but with so little to go on, even the hungriest of journalists wouldn’t print anything just yet.

      “Do you think the police think something might have happened to her? Like on purpose,” AJ shoved his hands into the pockets of his shorts.

      Kalina hesitated. She didn’t want to speak for the police. There was every chance Chris had looked into the threatening note and discarded it. And she wasn’t really supposed to have that information in the first place. “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m sure if something did happen on purpose, they’ll figure it out.”

      “Mrs. Grant seemed pretty upset yesterday,” he offered.

      “I went by this morning to see her. She’s shaken up.” She leaned in closer and whispered, “I think she might think someone was out to get Aunt Agatha. But she wouldn’t say anything more. I’ll figure out a way to get her to open up.”

      “Did you offer to buy her scones?”

      “I did but that didn’t work either,” she said with a little laugh before sobering up. “I did find something at Aunt Agatha’s house that might be fueling the police interest in her death.”

      “What?” Her nephew prompted.

      “I really shouldn’t be involving you,” she said, trying to wave away his interest.

      “What’d it say? Come on, Aunt K., don’t hold out on me.”

      “Your mom wouldn’t want me getting you involved in this.”

      “I’m already involved.”

      “Okay, fine. But this stays between us.”

      He gave a small fist pump in the air as the station came into view. “So, what did you find?”

      “It was a note. It seemed out of place and it definitely was creepy.  It said, ‘Lying is a mortal sin.’”

      They’d arrived at the station and Kalina held the door open for AJ to go first. The conversation died as soon as they crossed the threshold. Ellesworth PD was a small unit with about twenty uniformed officers, seven or eight detectives, one lieutenant, one sergeant and the captain. The precinct seemed strangely empty, especially if the fair had been called off for the second day, too. Chris sat at a desk studying a report. Kalina nudged AJ forward.

      “Uh, Detective Harper, I’m here to give my statement,” AJ said, inching closer to Chris’s desk.

      Chris jumped in his chair and gaped at AJ for thirty seconds before regaining his composure. Kalina settled in a seat at a vacant desk nearby. “I told you I’d bring him by today. I keep my word.”

      “I appreciate it.” He sounded tired. Chris pushed the file aside and opened a document on his computer to start taking down AJ’s recollection.

      Kalina turned her attention to her tablet. Luckily, the department was cheap enough not to password protect their Wi-Fi and she logged on to continue her internet search on poisons. She wasn’t sure it would yield anything helpful but it was worth a shot. By the descriptions she found after clicking through a couple of sources, she was more convinced that this could be Aunt Agatha’s cause of death. They all seemed to reference respiratory failure but the type of poison was less obvious. The coroner’s office had probably done a toxicology report but those took weeks to come back, didn’t they? And even though she was family, she wouldn’t be privy to that information.

      She was so lost in her thoughts she didn’t notice the interview was finished until AJ snapped his fingers in front of her face. She blinked until he came into focus. He seemed relieved to have given his official statement. Kalina licked her lips and swallowed to dispel the cotton ball feeling in her throat.

      “I’m all done. Do you want any help back at the shop? Maybe figuring out what inventory to order?”

      “Uh, yeah. Sure, that would be great.”

      She turned to thank Chris for his time but he’d disappeared. She fixed her nephew with a quizzical look but he just shrugged. The file Chris had been reading was still sitting on his desk. If he’d really wanted to keep her from snooping he would have put it in a drawer or somewhere less obvious and open. AJ said nothing as she crossed the short distance to Chris’s desk and bent over the file.

      Kalina was wrong. Apparently, Chris had specifically asked the lab to rush the toxicology report. Initially, she wasn’t sure what she was looking at. The graph with thin spikes of different items in Aunt Agatha’s blood was like reading a foreign language when you didn’t know one word. She flipped through to a different page but it only listed a myriad of technical jargon.

      “Uh, Aunt K., you might want to hurry. He’s coming back.”

      Kalina glanced around but Chris was nowhere to be seen. Still, she trusted AJ not to let her down. She turned to the last page with the summary paragraph. Bingo! According to the test done, it showed that Aunt Agatha had high levels of inorganic arsenic in her blood at the time of her death. She had definitely been poisoned.

      “Aunt K., come on,” AJ hissed and made a move to tug her away from the desk.

      She flipped the file closed and set it back on the desk where she’d found it. Exhaling a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, she and AJ headed for the front of the building.

      “Hey, Kal,” Chris said, appearing with a coffee cup in hand.

      “Yes? Did you need me to give a statement, too?”

      “No. I was just wondering, did I hear right that you’re planning on running a game of Cards against Humanity at the shop?”

      That was an awfully personal question for someone she hadn’t spoken to in years. And he’d never exactly been the gamer type. Her cheeks flushed. “That’s the plan, yeah.”

      “Well, count me in.”

      Either he’d developed a fondness for slightly inappropriate games or he was looking for a reason to see her. She couldn’t deny that either option interested her. She nodded to show she

      D heard his statement and turned around, wrapping a shaking arm around AJ’s shoulders. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from embarrassing herself. She hadn’t ever thought she would be reconnecting with an old flame. They made it through the front door before her cell phone rang. The call ID said it was from the shop, which meant it was call forwarding.

      “Hello, this is Kalina Greystone.”

      “This is Margaret Grant. I needed to tell you… Agatha wasn’t the only one who got that note. I got one too.”
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