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      Exhausted, I sat at a spare table in my cake shop, alternating between forking a chocolate cupcake into my mouth and leaning down to whisper sweet baby noises into the ear of my naughty one-year-old daughter.

      Arabella was what my mother referred to as “a real firecracker,” always running after stray animals, perhaps to rally them into some sort of unholy toddler-feline alliance. She loved laughing when old people fell over in the park, screaming “help” at the top of her lungs in the supermarket to trick people into thinking I was a stranger attempting to kidnap her, and swatting urns off mantlepieces when pretending to sleep in her daddy’s arms, laughing as ashes rained onto the carpet. Okay. That was only one time, but Mrs Fitz had not invited us back since.

      “You know, I come here every afternoon.” A man walked over to me and peered down his nose at me hunched over the table, crumbs all over my face. “My name is Jeff. I’ve noticed that you could really use some fashion advice. Let me help you upgrade your wardrobe.”

      Arabella giggled. I lowered my fork onto the table, placing it out of her reach. A fork in the hands of my child could very much be considered a weapon. “Is that so, Jeff? Well, I’m quite happy with my style. Thanks anyway.”

      That was a big fat lie. I hated my style; in fact, it was a crime to call what I was wearing a ‘style.’ I’d worn my Crocs, and although I maintained they were not as offensive as many people claimed, these Crocs were from the KFC collaboration Alder had bought me as a joke. Not only were they striped red and white, but they had come with chicken drumstick charms attached to the plastic. To add to the glamour, I was wearing jeans which had split down the bottom while I was running after Arabella, and a shirt covered from top to bottom in an excessive number of ruffles, making me look like an oversized Frilled Neck Lizard.

      “First things first,” Jeff said, ignoring me. “Let’s talk about colour coordination. You should always stick to neutral tones. They’re timeless and sophisticated.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to be timeless and sophisticated,” I said while Arabella snatched up my cupcake, sneezed on it, and tossed it onto the floor.

      “I assumed as much.” Jeff turned up his nose at my daughter. That was when he caught sight of my footwear. “Hmm, well, maybe you haven’t realised that high heels are essential for looking elegant and feminine. You should wear them more often.”

      “Wait, are you telling me that Crocs are not the height of sophistication?” I muttered sarcastically.

      “Are those drumstick charms, Miss Spelled?”

      “They came with the shoes. I’m sure you understand that comfort is a priority for my day-to-day activities. I have a toddler.”

      He looked at my toddler again, but this time he winced. “I never understood the appeal of children.”

      Arabella stuck out her tongue at him.

      “Thank you, Jeff. Whoa—look at the time. We’re closing. Thank you. Goodbye.”

      “But…”

      “Goodbye!” I said. I scooped Arabella up with one hand and shooed Jeff out the door. Like I wanted style advice from a man who wore a monocle. “Get a real set of glasses!” I called after him, as I kicked the cupcake into the corner of the room. My back could not handle bending over to pick it up, not when I had a squirming child in my arms. I’d get the cupcake tomorrow.

      “Did you just kick a cupcake?”

      I turned to see Kendall, yet another of my daily customers, poking his head around the door.

      “Nope,” I lied, at the exact same time Arabella said, “Yes!”

      “Please, please, please,” Kendall said, darting inside. “I know you’re closing, but I ran late at work and I need a coffee and a cupcake before I drown myself in a river.”

      “That kind of day, huh?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I think I might,” I said. Shifting Arabella to my other hip, I went behind the counter to prepare Kendall’s order.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “I know,” Kendall said, looking me up and down. “Let me explain the latest fashion trends to you. You need to keep up with what’s hot and in style, and I can help you.”

      “Actually, I keep up with fashion trends quite well,” I said, “But I am a mother of a young child, and sometimes clothes, as much as I love them, are not my number one priority.”

      “Well, I think you should try wearing more form-fitting clothes. They’ll accentuate your figure and make you more attractive.”

      “Thank you for your concern, but I’m comfortable in clothes that allow me to move freely and express my personality, rather than focusing solely on my appearance.”

      “Hmm, I suppose you have your own ideas about fashion. But trust me, as a man, I know what looks good.”

      I placed the coffee and cupcake in front of him with a thud. My jaw clenched in anger, my nostrils flaring at his words. “Thank you for your opinion, but I don’t think my fashion choices are up for discussion. Is there anything else I can get for you?”

      He shook his head, taking a sip of his coffee. “No, that’s all for now. But I hope you’ll consider my advice. I’d hate to see a pretty girl like you vanish behind such an ugly sense of style. Or lack of sense, if you get my drift. I know you’re an old married girl now, but don’t you want attention?”

      I gritted my teeth, forcing myself to keep up the polite facade. “I’m not interested in attracting attention for the wrong reasons.”

      He chuckled, leaning in closer to me. “Oh, come on now. There’s no such thing as bad attention...”

      Before he could finish his sentence, a deep voice interrupted him from behind.

      “Is there a problem here?”

      It was Alder! He was dressed in a crisp white shirt which emphasised his muscular frame, and my heart skipped a beat. Alder stared down my customer until Kendall shuffled out of the cake shop without another word, looking embarrassed.

      “Thank you,” I breathed, as a rush of relief flooded through me.

      “Distract me,” Alder said, reaching for my hand.

      “Why?”

      “If you don’t distract me, I’m going after that man, and I’m going to teach him a lesson about what is and isn’t appropriate to say to my wife.”

      I handed him Arabella, who was fussing for her daddy, and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re so sweet, but I don’t have the time to bail you out of jail today. Do you want anything before we go home?”

      “A coffee would be great.”

      I made my husband a coffee while he threw Arabella up and down. “You’re an angel,” he said when I handed him his coffee and took our child back. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Let’s just get home.”

      “How about we order dinner tonight. Pizza?”

      “Pizza!” I agreed.

      When we got home, Alder bathed Arabella. I spent a couple of minutes standing by the bathroom door, listening to them laugh, before ordering a pizza. Before long, the two of us were cuddled up on the couch, full of melted cheese, our eyelids drooping, while our child slept in her nursery.

      The house was currently watching the latest Barbie movie, but she had, for once, turned down the sound.

      “I just had an idea,” Alder muttered. “Why don’t I pick out your outfit?”

      I froze. “What?”

      “Well, you do so much for us, so I’ve been thinking and thinking of what I can do to help you out. Tomorrow, I should go shopping. I have the morning off. I can pick you up some dresses, blouses, skirts, pants, and even a few daring pieces that you would never have considered wearing.”

      “Alder,” I warned.

      “What?”

      “I am a grown woman. I don’t need any help choosing an outfit.”

      “But today you wore Crocs.”

      “Yes.”

      “With chicken drumstick charms stuck to them.”

      “You bought me those Crocs!”

      “As a joke,” he said happily, clearly not aware of the dangerous territory onto which he was encroaching.

      “What is wrong with my style?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “I’m trying to be helpful. Have you thought of wearing more neutrals?”

      “Why?”

      “Neutrals are just so timeless. And, baby, I love you, but you look like a pirate in those ruffles.”

      I shoved him away from me and stood, my face burning red. “Why does every man in the world think he has a right to comment on my clothes?”

      “What’s wrong?” Alder said.

      My face grew hotter. “I’m so tired of men expecting me to dress like a pretty little princess when I have a toddler and a cupcake store and a life, and all that comes before picking out an outfit!”

      “I’m sorry,” Alder said, suddenly nervous. “I was trying to help you pick a more stylish outfit, is all?”

      “I don’t want to wear a more stylish outfit!”

      Alder put his hands up and said gently, “Okay, okay. What do you want, baby?”

      “I want every man in this town to stop mansplaining! I want every man in this town to be quiet for once!”

      There was a loud bang. Alder and I jumped. We ran into our daughter’s nursery, but for once she was not the cause of a random loud bang. She was fast asleep, a smile on her perfect, devious little face.

      “That was weird.” I turned to Alder. “Do you think that was weird?”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but no sound came out.

      “Alder?”

      His eyes widened. He reached his hand up to his throat, shaking his head.

      “Are you okay?”

      He shook his head.

      “Can you talk?”

      He shook his head again.

      “Maybe you’re coming down with something?” I offered, but that didn’t feel right. He was completely fine a moment ago. He was completely fine before we heard the bang. He was completely fine before I said…

      “I want every man in this town to be quiet for once,” I repeated, and then I gasped. “Wait right here.”

      I moved the purring Hawthorn aside and reached for my phone. I called Thyme. “Is Dawson with you?” I asked her.

      “Yes,” she replied. “What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”

      “Is he able to talk?”

      “Of course he can talk, Amelia,” she replied. “Wait. No. No. He’s signalling to me that he’s lost his voice. Maybe his flu is getting worse.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Alder has lost his voice too. Hold on a second. Ruprecht is calling.”

      I put her on hold and answered his call. “Hello?”

      No one replied.

      “Ruprecht?”

      Nothing.

      “You’ve lost your voice too, haven’t you?” I said. I could imagine him nodding his head. After five minutes of me speaking and no one replying, I hung up the phone. Alder was standing next to me, pointing to his throat, panicked.

      “I think I might have done something,” I said to him. “I think I might have done a spell that silenced every man in this town!”

      Alder mimed something along the lines of, “Yeah! I know!”

      I started to laugh then. It wasn’t a cute laugh. It wasn’t a pretty laugh. It was a laugh I’d kept hidden from Alder until his ring was well and truly on my finger, because if he’d heard this laugh on our first date, there would not have been a second. I laughed until I was red in the face and tears were streaming down my face.

      “I’ve silenced every man in town!” I cried out softly, but I wasn’t worried. I was positively delighted.
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      “Amelia, I’ve been thinking.”

      I opened the front door to see Camino. She was fidgeting with the hem of her brightly coloured dress. “I like that song.”

      I was momentarily confused. “What song?”

      “The TV, the theme song from the latest Barbie movie.”

      I laughed. “Oh yes, great movie, wasn’t it!”

      “Have you reversed the spell yet?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’ve tried everything.”

      Camino ignored me and stepped inside my door. “I’ve found a possible store I can use as a base to produce my onesies. Would you come with me to check out a potential spot before work?”

      “Sure!” I replied. “Where is it?”

      “Not too far from your shop. We can walk. Anyway, we’d better hurry. The real estate agent texted me late last night and said this one has just come up for lease.”

      Fifteen minutes later, we were walking along the main street of town. It was still early, and the town was just beginning to stir–the cake shop’s sweet aroma wafting through the air, shopkeepers unlocking their doors, and birds chattering in the trees. Camino led the way, her bright orange dress standing out against the morning mist still perched above the frost.

      “Here it is!” she exclaimed as we turned a corner into a deserted parking area and came face-to-face with a small storefront nestled in a row of stone buildings. Its windows were partially obscured by ivy.

      Camino pressed her hands against the glass, peering inside. “Imagine this space filled with racks of colourful onesies. People would come from all over the state just to see them.”

      Although I privately didn’t agree with the assessment, her excitement was contagious, and I found myself envisioning the same scene–a cozy little store teeming with life, Camino’s creations displayed proudly for all to see.

      “It looks perfect, Camino. Isn’t the agent supposed to be here already?” I looked at my phone. We were right on time for our appointment.

      “Maybe he’s inside.” Camino reached for the door handle. To my surprise, it was unlocked. As we cautiously stepped into the dimly lit store, an eerie feeling washed over me.

      “Mr Thompson?” Camino’s voice echoed throughout the empty space. “It’s me, Camino.”

      I grabbed her arm.

      “What is it?”

      I pointed to a pair of legs sticking out from behind a dusty counter.

      We hurried over. There, sprawled across the floor, was the lifeless body of Mr Thompson, the real estate agent.

      “Camino, don’t look,” I whispered. “I think he’s dead.”

      “Dead? How?”

      “Who would do this?” I murmured. “He was such a...” I hesitated, not wanting to speak ill of the dead but knowing Mr Thompson’s reputation was far from stellar.

      “Amelia, you remember what people say about him, right?” Camino asked, her voice shaking. “That he’s ruthless and cutthroat when it comes to business? That he’d stop at nothing to get ahead, even if it meant sabotaging his competitors?”

      I nodded, recalling the numerous stories I had heard about Mr Thompson’s unscrupulous practices. He was known for driving small businesses to bankruptcy, using intimidation tactics, and exploiting loopholes in contracts to turn a profit. It was no secret he had made plenty of enemies over the years.

      “Maybe one of those enemies finally snapped,” I suggested.

      Camino shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I don’t know, Amelia. I just wanted to find a place to manufacture my onesies, not get tangled up in a murder.”

      As we stood there amid the shadows of the store, the weight of our discovery pressing down on us, I took a deep breath and examined the scene before us more closely. Mr Thompson lay there, his eyes wide open in shock, as though he had been caught off guard by whatever had taken his life. Strangely enough, there were no signs of struggle or any visible injuries on his body.

      “Look at this.” Camino pointed to a half-empty coffee cup on the floor next to Mr Thompson’s outstretched hand. I could smell the faint fragrance of bitter coffee mixed with the musty air of the vacant store.

      “Maybe he choked?” I pondered aloud.

      Camino shook her head. “Nobody can choke on coffee!”

      I shrugged. “Maybe it was a heart attack?”

      “His face doesn’t look like he was in pain or anything,” Camino observed, her voice shaking slightly. “And there’s no blood or anything. Do you think it was natural causes?”

      “Maybe,” I conceded, studying the scene again. “But we can’t be sure. Not with his history.”

      Camino nodded to the coffee cup. “Was Mr Thompson’s death a tragic accident, or did someone decide to take justice into their own hands? And if it was the latter, who had been driven to such desperate measures? What if it was poison? Something tasteless and odourless?”

      A shiver ran down my spine. “It’s possible.” I shrugged again. “We have to call the cops.”

      I called triple zero, but nobody answered. There was only silence. Confused, I pulled the phone away and checked the screen.

      “Camino,” I said, my heartbeat quickening, “I can’t hear anything.” I noticed her phone to her ear. “Are you getting through?”

      She shook her head. “No, nothing.”

      I tried again. Still nothing. No ring, no operator—just an empty silence that filled the room. Then it hit me, my spell! The entire police force in Bayberry Creek was male, and they wouldn’t be able to communicate over the phone.

      “Camino, the police officers, they’re all male. They’ve lost their voices, so they can’t answer the phone.”

      “Of course, silly me. Silly you, too. It must’ve been the shock that made us both forget. So, what do we do now?”

      “I’ll call back and explain what happened. They can hear us. It’s just that they can’t speak.” I called back but got a voicemail message. Still, I left a message and hoped somebody would hear it soon.

      “Wait,” I said, struck by a sudden idea. “I can call Alder.” I pulled out my phone and called his number. “Listen,” I said urgently. “I need you to go to the police station right now. There’s been an incident. We found Billy Thompson dead inside the store we were supposed to view. Can you go and write a note to the officers there? They’re all men, and they’ve lost their voices, so they can’t answer the phone.”

      There was no response, but Alder hung up. I took that as a good sign. Also, I was happy that he couldn’t speak, as I knew what he would have said.

      
        
        Not another murder! Amelia, why do you always find dead bodies? It’s not as though you’re in a BBC mystery series!

      

      

      I was relieved when two police officers arrived at the scene. I had been half expecting Thyme’s fiancé, Dawson, but he had the flu, and Mint and her husband Chris, a local detective, were on holiday on a Greek island. I couldn’t remember which one, only that it didn’t have an active volcano.

      One of the officers held up a small whiteboard and wrote, “What happened?”

      “Mr Thompson, the real estate agent, is dead inside the store,” I explained. “We found him like that when we arrived for a viewing.”

      The second officer scribbled on the whiteboard, “Names, ages, and addresses, please.”

      When we duly supplied them, he wrote, “Any signs of foul play?”

      Camino shook her head. “There’s no blood or anything, but he was lying on the floor with a half-empty coffee cup next to him. We don’t know if it was poison or something else.”

      “Stay out here,” the first officer wrote. He gestured wildly, and then they both entered the building.

      Camino and I edged closer to the door so we could watch.

      One officer crouched beside the half-empty coffee cup, slipping on a pair of latex gloves before carefully lifting it from the floor. He held it up to the light, examining its contents with a furrowed brow. As he tilted the cup, a small branch fell out, landing on the ground with a barely perceptible rustle.

      “Camino, did you see that?” I whispered.

      “See what?” she asked.

      “Something fell out of the coffee cup, a leaf, I think.” I pulled out my phone, and, as stealthily as I could manage, snapped a photo of the twig on the floor.

      I was only just in time, as the other officer popped it into a bag.

      Camino shot me a questioning look, to which I responded with a conspiratorial wink.

      One officer wrote on the whiteboard and handed it to his partner. They moved in tandem, like two parts of a well-oiled machine.

      With the evidence collected, the officers turned their attention back to us.

      “Where did you find the body?” one officer wrote.

      “Right there,” I replied, gesturing towards the fallen real estate agent. I thought the question fully strange, given that the body clearly hadn’t been moved. I supposed it was a routine question. “We came to view the property and found him like this.”

      “Did you touch anything?” the other officer asked, scribbling his query on his own whiteboard.

      “Only the doorknob,” Camino admitted, her voice barely audible. “We didn’t want to disturb anything else.”

      The first officer nodded. He wrote, “You’ll need to accompany us to the station to give your statements.”
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      As Camino and I walked into the police station, the sterile fluorescent lights buzzed above us. The combination of stale coffee and anxiety filled the air. Two police officers glanced up at our arrival, their mouths closed tight.

      My cheeks flushed as I realised that they still couldn’t speak due to my little magical mishap earlier. How could I have known that my words, not meant as a spell, would render every man in town voiceless? I figured the police must think it was some kind of virus.

      I walked to the front desk. “Uh, hi,” I began awkwardly. “We’re here to give our statements.”

      The tall officer behind the desk gestured for us to follow him down a corridor and into a bland room. He held a small whiteboard in one hand and a marker in the other.

      He pointed to two chairs in front of his desk. We sat down. Seconds later, the original officers entered.

      The second officer wrote on a fresh sheet of paper,

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you for coming in. We’ll ask questions and you can respond verbally, if that’s okay with you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The first one came straight to the point.

      
        
        How well did you know the victim?

      

      

      I glanced at Camino. “I didn’t know him very well, just met him a couple of times at social gatherings. Sometimes came into my shop for a blueberry and banana sugar-free muffin.”

      The first officer frowned and wrote,

      
        
        Bananas are filled with sugar. How could the muffins be sugar free?

      

      

      I returned his frown. “No added sugar, of course.” I turned back to Camino. “Mansplaining again! I’m glad they can’t speak.”

      
        
        WE CAN HEAR!

      

      

      the first officer wrote in capitals.

      Camino chose that moment to speak. “I made him coffee when he came into the shop. He always had an oat milk double shot latte, extra hot.”

      The officers exchanged glances.

      
        
        And did you make him his coffee this morning?

      

      

      one wrote.

      Camino gasped. “Most certainly not! We hadn’t even opened the shop this morning, and when we found him, there was a travel cup next to him. When he came into the store, he never had a travel cup.”

      The officer nodded, scribbling down our answers before presenting us with another question on the whiteboard:

      
        
        What were your interactions with the victim like? Friendly? Hostile?

      

      

      “Uh, friendly, I guess?” I answered, trying to recall the few brief exchanges I’d had with the man. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “Same,” Camino chimed in. “We never really had any issues or anything like that.”

      
        
        “Did you notice anything unusual about the victim’s behaviour recently?”

      

      

      the officer wrote next.

      I thought about it for a moment. “Not really. I mean, we didn’t see him often enough to notice any changes.”

      “Agreed.” Camino nodded.

      The officer glared at us.

      
        
          
            
              
        Did you notice any suspicious activity in the area?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” Camino admitted, shaking her head. “It’s usually so quiet around here.”

      “Thank you for your cooperation,” the officer’s whiteboard read when he finished writing. He gave us a small, tight-lipped smile as he gestured towards the door.

      “Thank you,” I replied. A wave of relief washed over me as we stood up to leave. “And, um, sorry about the whole... not being able to talk thing. I promise it’s just temporary. Oh, I mean, I hope it is. I’m sure it is.”

      Camino grabbed my arm. “Let’s head out.” She half pushed, half led me towards the exit. “Let’s go see Ruprecht. Maybe he can help us figure out what’s going on.”

      “Good. I could use a cup of tea after all that questioning.” I watched as my breath fogged up in the cold air.

      We approached Ruprecht’s antique store, and I couldn’t help but marvel, as I always did, at the intricately carved wooden sign hanging above the door. It seemed to hold within it the promise of countless stories and secrets waiting to be discovered.

      Ruprecht opened the door before we could even knock. He greeted us with a wave and a forced smile, holding a hand to his throat to indicate his voicelessness.

      “Thanks, Ruprecht,” I said softly, feeling a twinge of guilt for the part I’d played in his predicament.

      As we stepped over the threshold into Ruprecht’s antique and book store, the familiar scent of aged wood and musty old paper hit me. The store was a treasure trove of artifacts from different eras, each piece with its unique tale silently echoing through the hushed aisles. The walls were lined with shelves carrying delicate china, aged paintings, and all manner of clocks that ticked away and occasionally chimed at odd times.

      Ruprecht gestured for us to follow him. We ventured deeper into the store, walking past shelves laden with dusty, leather-bound books, their pages filled with knowledge and with stories waiting to be unravelled. Rows of gleaming silverware caught the dim light, casting reflections on the wooden floor. Every step we took was accompanied by the creaking of the original tallow wood floorboards.

      “Wow, look at this!” Camino exclaimed, pausing to examine an enormous, ornate mirror framed with golden cherubs. I watched as Ruprecht’s eyes twinkled with pride, and I couldn’t help but smile at his passion for antiques.

      Ruprecht led us through the back of the store, winding his way past a cornucopia of relics from bygone eras, and artifacts that had travelled across seas and continents to find a place in his store.

      As we entered his apartment, the scent of jasmine and chamomile wafted through the air, easing my tension somewhat.

      Ruprecht gestured towards a small round table surrounded by plush velvet chairs. He left the room, no doubt to make us tea. I pictured him meticulously selecting ornate antique teacups from his vast collection, and then pouring the steaming liquid into the teacups which had stories of their own.

      I hurried over to the crackling fire and held out my hands to warm them. Camino did the same.

      The soft padding of Ruprecht’s footsteps announced his return, and we turned to see him bearing a tray laden with an assortment of teacups, each more exquisite than the last. He placed the teapot in the centre of the table and poured the tea. The amber liquid flowed gracefully into the cups, releasing the aroma of lemon balm and ginger,

      I hurried over to him. “Ruprecht, we need your help with something. Camino and I…”

      Camino cut me off. “I asked Amelia to come with me. I was looking at the little store in Oak Lane, for my onesies. It’s for lease, you see, and Mr Thompson was showing it to me. You know Billy Thompson, don’t you, Ruprecht?”

      Ruprecht nodded.

      “He’s dead.” Camino turned to me. “I needed to break it to Ruprecht gently.”

      I shook my head. She pushed on. “Dead as a doornail, he is. I mean, he was already dead when we got there. We called the police and we’ve just given our statements at the police station.”

      As she paused for breath, I wondered why Ruprecht did not appear surprised in the least. I sipped my tea and waited until Camino had finished her retelling of the morning’s events. “And Thyme is minding the shop,” she concluded.

      Ruprecht stroked his long white beard and nodded slowly.

      I pulled out my phone and opened the photo I’d taken earlier. It showed a small twig with a few leaves. “This fell out of the victim’s cup,” I explained as I handed my phone to Ruprecht. “We think this might be the cause of his death.”

      Ruprecht’s eyebrows rose as he studied the image. He allowed himself a moment, sipping the hot tea thoughtfully, the silence of the room punctuated only by the crackling fire and the occasional clink of porcelain. He stood and crossed to a Victorian-era English oak rolltop desk in the corner. The glow from the nearby fireplace cast a golden hue on the oak.

      Ruprecht studied the image for another moment before he turned his attention to the bookshelves that lined the walls of the room, each shelf brimming with an assortment of books, documents, and artifacts.

      His fingers brushed over the worn spines and finally settled on a small, leather-bound volume. As he flipped through the pages, I leant in, my curiosity piqued, trying to catch a glimpse of the contents of the book. However, the illustrations were fleeting, the pages turned too quickly for me to discern any specific details. I did see intricate botanical illustrations.

      Finally, he stopped on a particular page, his eyes lingering on the illustration before him. A slow, thoughtful nod indicated he had found what he was looking for. With a sense of resolve, Ruprecht closed the book and mouthed a word to us.

      Camino and I exchanged glances.

      “Goose and gander?” I guessed. “I’ve never heard of that poison. Sounds sinister.”

      Ruprecht shook his head.

      “No, it’s that rapper,” Camino said firmly. “Ruprecht, you don’t think he came to Australia just to poison Billy Thompson, do you? Whatever possible motive would he have had?”

      Ruprecht’s mouth fell open in what I could only assume was a silent groan. He went back to the rolltop desk to fetch a piece of paper and a pen. The sound of the pen scratching against the paper filled the room as he wrote with flourishing strokes.

      He thrust the paper towards us.

      “Oh, oleander!” Camino and I said in unison.

      “I heard of a family who used oleander branches to light their fire,” I said. “If a neighbour hadn’t turned up, they all would have died.”

      “And I knew a stockman who used an oleander twig to stir his billy tea,” Camino added. “He wasn’t so lucky as to have someone alert him to the danger he was putting himself in simply by stirring his billy tea with an oleander twig.”

      I looked at the paper and saw Ruprecht had added that it would take more than a twig in a coffee cup to kill somebody so quickly.

      Camino’s sudden movement and exclamation broke the contemplative silence in the room. “Whoever did this must have wanted everybody to know he was poisoned,” she exclaimed. “Otherwise, why leave such an obvious clue? And why use such an unusual poison when there are so many other poisons that would be much less obvious?”

      Ruprecht nodded.

      “Could there be more than one poison involved?” I wondered aloud.

      Ruprecht handed me one of the books and pointed to a paragraph.

      “Camino, it says here that in small amounts, oleander can cause nausea and vomiting, but a single leaf wouldn’t be enough to kill someone quickly,” I told her. “Ruprecht, is there anything else you can tell us?”

      He shook his head and pointed to the book in his hands. On the paper, he wrote:

      
        
        You should take this with you. It has everything you need to know about poisonous plants.

      

      

      My thoughts raced. The murderer had left a clue for us to find, but why? And how could we trace that clue back to its source? Aloud, I asked, “Why would the murderer put the oleander there? It doesn’t make sense. The murderer wanted everyone to know it was poison rather than natural causes.”

      Camino set down her tea cup. “Could it be a symbolic gesture, then?”

      I stared at the delicate pattern on my porcelain teacup. A small blue flower was painted inside the rim of the cup, and a grey and white bird rested beneath the flower, its wings folded. My gaze drifted to the picture of the oleander leaf on my phone, its edges curled and slightly browned. “What do you mean?”

      Camino’s eyebrows shot skyward. “Maybe it’s related to a ritual of some sort. Maybe they’re part of some secret society. Is there an Order of the Oleander, Ruprecht? Maybe they’re a group of real estate agents from rival factions who murder each other. Yes, it all makes sense.”

      Ruprecht put his head between his hands. After taking a moment to compose himself, he appeared to recover. He shook his head at Camino and crossed back to his desk, from which he produced a small laptop.

      Ruprecht’s fingers danced across his keyboard, his brow furrowed in concentration. The faint tapping of the keys filled the room, punctuating the silence. I couldn’t help but notice the way the nearest antique clock ticked loudly, each second seeming to stretch on for eternity. It grated on my nerves. As I clutched my cooling teacup, I found myself wondering why a murderer would announce the type of poison used.

      Ruprecht returned to the table and handed Camino his laptop. She read aloud while Ruprecht leant back in his velvet chair, a contemplative expression covering his face.

      “Oleander poisoning can mimic cardiac conditions,” she said, bending over the screen. “In some cases, even a small amount of oleander can trigger an irregular heartbeat or chest pain.”

      “Then is it possible that the victim had a pre-existing condition?” I asked. “Something that might’ve made him more susceptible to the poison?”

      Camino shook her head. “No, it says here that even a tiny amount of crushed oleander leaves will kill somebody within four hours of ingestion.”

      I nodded. “The killer wanted the police to find that twig. They wanted them to know that oleander was responsible for Billy Thompson’s death.”

      Camino’s eyes narrowed. “And we need to find out why.”
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      The fire crackled gently in Ruprecht’s living room as Camino, Ruprecht, and I sat around the fireplace. The atmosphere was tranquil, with the delightful and always comforting scent of woodsmoke filling the air and the soft glow of the fireplace illuminating the room.

      “Ah, here they are!” Camino exclaimed as Alder—tall, dark, handsome, and dashing in his black cloak—entered the room carrying Arabella.

      “Hello, sweetheart,” I cooed at Arabella, trying to comfort her as she fussed in Alder’s arms. Her cries filled the room, making it difficult for us to focus on the oleander poisoning case we had been discussing earlier.

      I turned to Ruprecht. “She likes lullabies. Would you have a lullaby we could play for her?”

      He nodded in agreement, moving quickly towards his piano standing against the wall of the living room. He at once launched into “The Music of the Night from Phantom of the Opera.

      Arabella’s cries grew louder.

      “No, no, Ruprecht,” I swiftly interrupted him. “That was, um, wonderful, but we need a soothing lullaby. A quiet, slow lullaby,” I added for good measure.

      Ruprecht pointed to the TV and then to a collection of DVDs.

      “Oh, you have lullabies on a DVD?”

      Ruprecht shook his head but gave me the thumbs up. He meticulously sorted through the array of DVDs, his fingers skimming the spine of each case as he delved into the depths of his collection. Finally, with an air of triumph, he produced one and presented it with a theatrical flourish that rivalled the best of magicians.

      My spirits fell when I looked at the handwritten label: ‘Ruminations of the Esoteric: Unearthing Europe’s Enigmatic Philosophers. Thursday’s Lecture on Georg Christoph Lichtenberg.’

      A chill of horror swept over me, and my gaze darted up to meet Ruprecht’s. He, in stark contrast, sported a wide, self-satisfied smile. “I don’t know if that one would be suitable, Ruprecht,” I began, but too late, DVD was already inserted, and the most boring man I had ever had the misfortune of hearing was droning on in a monotone about ethics, aesthetics, and the nature of human existence.

      To my surprise, the impact on Arabella was instantaneous. The cries that had filled the room were replaced by a contagious yawn. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she promptly drifted into a peaceful slumber, her breaths rhythmic and serene. I, too, felt myself drifting off. My eyelids grew heavy.

      I was drifting off to sleep when a sharp elbow from Camino jolted me awake.

      I turned to see Ruprecht, who had quietly fetched a sizeable whiteboard from the corner of the room and was diligently scribbling down information about oleanders. We already knew they grew by the main road, but he added that they were abundant in the next big town an hour away on the New England Highway, meaning anyone could have had access to them.

      “Let’s go over our suspect list,” Camino suggested. “We have the victim’s business partner, Simon Blackwood; his ex-wife, Miranda Shaw; his current girlfriend, Becky Brown; and a disgruntled former employee, Michael Johnson.”

      Ruprecht tapped on the whiteboard to get our attention.

      Camino crossed the room to stand beside him. “Let’s discuss the suspects. The most obvious one is Simon Blackwood, the victim’s business partner.”

      “What do we know about him?” I asked her.

      “Simon is known to be quite ambitious,” she explained. “Some say he might have wanted to take over the entire business, but his success could also mean that he was overreaching himself and was desperate for cash when his company started going under. But is that enough motive to kill?”

      Ruprecht shrugged and wrote the name, Miranda Shaw, on the whiteboard.

      Camino tapped the name and encircled it with a green whiteboard marker. “Miranda Shaw, the victim’s ex-wife. Everyone in town knows about their intense and turbulent history together, and how the divorce was anything but civil. Then there’s Becky Brown, the victim’s current girlfriend,” she continued. “I heard she had serious issues with him keeping ties to his past romances, which leads me to ask the question—was it enough of a motive for her to do this?”

      “Probably, if Billy was still having affairs,” I pointed out. “Are there any other obvious suspects?”

      Camino nodded. “Yes, Michael Johnson, a former employee who was fired under questionable circumstances. He can hold quite the grudge.”

      “True,” I agreed, tapping my finger on my chin. “But none of these suspects seem to stand out more than the others. How do we decide who to investigate first?”

      As we stood there staring at the whiteboard full of names and motives, a sudden realisation struck me. “Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way,” I said. “What if the killer isn’t one of the obvious suspects? What if it’s someone we haven’t even considered yet?”

      Ruprecht and Camino exchanged glances, but I pressed on. “Think about it. Billy was a successful businessman with a lot of enemies. What if the killer was someone who had a grudge against him for something completely unrelated?”

      Camino’s eyes widened. “You mean, like a revenge murder?”

      I nodded. “Exactly. Maybe Billy cheated someone in a business deal or crossed the wrong person in some other way. We could look into his past and see if there are any other enemies we haven’t considered yet.”

      Ruprecht shook his head. He left the room. When he returned, he was clutching an object. It gleamed dully in the firelight. He held it up and showed us.

      “A razor?” I asked. And then it dawned on me. Apparently, it dawned on everyone else at the same time because we all said in unison, “Occam’s Razor. The simplest solution is usually the correct one.”

      I felt as if I were back at school and had earned my teacher’s approval by knowing the right answer.

      That was one of Ruprecht’s favourite sayings. “Is that your way of telling us we don’t need to look at other suspects?” I asked him.

      He mimed. I had no idea what he was miming, but Camino somehow translated. “I think Ruprecht is saying that we should focus on these for now. If there is another suspect, that person will be revealed when we investigate others.”

      Ruprecht smiled brightly.

      Alder pointed towards the whiteboard where Ruprecht had written about oleanders, and then he mimed planting a seed in the ground.

      
        
        Miranda Shaw owns a garden centre on the edge of town,

      

      

      Ruprecht wrote on the whiteboard, underlining her name for emphasis.

      
        
        Their divorce was acrimonious, and the victim had many affairs. This was well known in town. Sadly, Miranda married Billy not long after her first husband, Ken, died in a terrible farming accident.

      

      

      “Okay, so Miranda definitely had a motive,” I said. “But what about the others? Could any of them have known about the oleander, too?”

      Alder typed rapidly on his phone before holding the screen up for us to read.

      
        
        Simon Blackwood is a possibility. He and the victim had been arguing about finances recently.

      

      

      I nodded at Alder’s input. “Any further thoughts on Becky or Michael?”

      “As we discussed, Becky might have discovered one of the affairs and become jealous,” Camino mused. “As for Michael, he was fired by the victim and might have wanted revenge.”

      I was concerned we were going around in circles. It was difficult, what with Alder and Ruprecht unable to speak.

      “Right, so we have four suspects with possible motives,” I summarised for everybody. “But we need to figure out who had both motive and opportunity. Perhaps we should focus on Miranda first since she has the most direct connection to oleander through her garden centre.”

      Ruprecht gave a thumbs-up in agreement, while Alder nodded and held up his phone, displaying text which read,

      
        
        “Agreed. We can visit her garden centre tomorrow morning.”

      

      

      “That’s a great idea, Alder,” Camino chimed in. “Amelia, you and I could pretend to be interested in buying some plants for our gardens. That way, we can ask questions without raising any suspicion.”

      I nodded, already thinking of a plan. “True. I’ll need to do some research about plants, so I don’t sound completely clueless.”

      “Leave that to me,” Camino volunteered with a grin. “I’m quite the green thumb, if I do say so myself. Once we’re there, we should keep an eye out for anything unusual or suspicious,” she added. “You never know what clues we might find. We’ll be thorough and discreet. Let’s pay a visit to Miranda Shaw and see what she knows about oleanders and her ex-husband’s death.”
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      “What do you know about oleanders?” Camino barked at a startled Miranda Shaw as soon as we arrived.

      When we had arrived at the garden centre minutes earlier, Camino had made her way straight to the little wooden building that housed the gifts. The office was in the back section, and Camino had wasted no time marching to the open door.

      Miranda sure looked shocked at the question, but I supposed anyone would have been surprised when such a question was barked at them.

      I watched as Miranda’s eyes darted around the room, searching for something to say. It was clear that she was flustered and didn’t know what Camino was talking about.

      “Um, err, oleanders?” she sputtered.

      Camino’s face remained impassive as she repeated her question, this time with a little more force. “What do you know about oleanders?” she demanded, her eyes narrowing.

      “Yes, they come in pink, white, or red, and they’re poisonous.” Camino’s tone was still accusatory.

      Miranda shut her laptop and walked out from behind her desk. “That’s right. They’re popular in warmer climates and are toxic if ingested. Do you want to buy some?”

      I expected Camino to hesitate, but it seemed she had already formulated an answer.

      “Have you heard of Tom Berry? He lives way out on the Surrender Road about an hour out of town?”

      Miranda shook her head. “No.”

      Camino smiled widely. “Good. I mean, his cows suddenly died, and he didn’t know why. The vet had no idea, but I saw a big oleander tree in the corner of the paddock. I told him that oleanders are poisonous, and he said that was just an old wives’ tale. I thought I’d come here and ask you so I could go back and give him the words of someone authoritative.”

      Miranda frowned deeply. It seemed to me she believed Camino’s story, which even to my ears did not sound believable. “A lot of garden plants are poisonous.”

      “Oleander isn’t poisonous?” I asked, puzzled.

      Miranda nodded vigorously. “Oh yes, it’s definitely poisonous, but it apparently tastes quite bitter, so nobody could drink it by mistake.” She waved her left hand expansively. “It’s no more poisonous than Angel’s Trumpet, Castor Bean Plant, Flame Lily, White Baneberry, Jimsonweed, Autumn Crocus, Laburnum trees, and of course, Foxglove. Of course, they’re all deadly if ingested.” She smiled and nodded as she spoke.

      I took a small step forward. “But oleander will kill somebody, right? If they ate it?”

      “Of course. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to do some bookwork. Feel free to ask the salespersons any further questions.”

      As Miranda walked back to her desk, Camino shot me a knowing look. “I think she knows more than she’s letting on,” she whispered.

      “Shush, Camino, she’ll hear you.”

      “She won’t know what we’re talking about,” Camino said in a voice just as loud, waving to Miranda over her shoulder.

      I shook my head, grabbed Camino’s arm, and hurried her outside the building.

      As we strolled through the garden centre, Camino’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction. “Did you see that, Amelia? That flicker of ‘what if’ in her eyes? I really do think Miranda knows more than she’s letting on.”

      I chuckled. “Or she’s just dealing with two nosy customers who appeared out of nowhere with a rather odd line of questioning.”

      Camino snorted. “Oh, Amelia, I can sense it. Miranda Shaw might just hold a piece to our puzzle, nestled among her poisonous posies.”

      I tapped her arm and pointed to a row of plants over to our right. “Goodness me, oleanders are everywhere! Look at those bright red oleanders!”

      Camino hurried over and read the label. “Only $24.95!” she exclaimed. “That seems cheap for such a big plant.”

      I was horrified. “Camino! They’re deadly. You can’t have a deadly plant in your yard.”

      Camino ignored me and walked on to the next oleander. “I don’t like the salmon pink ones. These are the ones they have in the streets in towns around here. Do you like that soft peach colour?” She bent over the peach oleander and then said, “The label says it’s not good to grow near pets or very small children.”

      “I don’t suppose it’s good for a very tall child either considering it’s deadly,” I added.

      Camino pointed to a rather pretty plant. The flowers were spiky and yellow. “Don’t worry Amelia, I’m not going to have a poisonous plant in my backyard.”

      I uttered a sigh of relief, but then she added, “I don’t need it because I already have wolfsbane.” She shot me a smile and kept speaking. “I used to think oleanders were pretty until I found out they were deadly. Now I don’t like the look of them any more which is rather strange because I do like the look of wolfsbane.” She uttered a self-deprecating chuckle.

      “Camino, it’s too obvious.”

      Camino straightened up and swung around to face me. “What is?”

      “Miranda being the murderer,” I said. “She has so many oleander plants here. She owns a garden centre with plenty of oleanders. She wouldn’t poison a victim with oleanders because it would too easily be traced to her.”

      Camino tapped her chin. “Poisoning someone with oleander would indeed be a very risky move for Miranda, given her profession. Somebody is clearly trying to frame Miranda. Otherwise, why leave oleander branches at the scene of the crime?”

      I had to agree. “But who?”

      Camino adjusted her wide-brimmed hat and glanced sideways at me. “No idea, but I don’t think Miranda is the murderer.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Exactly. She knows better than anyone that oleander is a well-known toxic plant. It would be like a chef using their signature spice to poison a dish–way too obvious.”

      Camino chuckled softly. “Ah, a culinary metaphor for murder. You do have a way with words.”

      I smiled back. “If Miranda were truly the killer, she would have likely chosen a more subtle method. One that wouldn’t point back to her.”

      Camino wandered away, talking to herself. “True, true. Stabbing, cyanide, thallium, rat poison, the list goes on. We can’t ignore the fact that someone deliberately left those oleander branches at the crime scene. What other possible reason could there be other than that the murderer wanted to implicate Miranda?”

      I was about to speak, but Camino was still talking. “That’s a rather convoluted plan, though. If someone wanted to frame her, why not just use a different type of poison altogether? It feels unnecessarily complicated.”

      Now I was confused. “I don’t know what you mean. It seems quite straightforward to me.”

      Camino shook her head, her fingers trailing over the leaves of a nearby fern. “Not straightforward at all. It’s almost as if the oleander branches are a red herring, a deliberate misdirection to confuse us. But why? What leads us to believe that Miranda could be the murderer?”

      “It’s obvious, surely!” I held up both hands to the sky. “The murderer wants to throw suspicion onto somebody other than themselves and maybe also has a grudge against Miranda.”

      We stopped by a row of pink and red begonias. “Everybody in town knows Miranda has a garden centre and so has expertise with plants. The murderer wanted to exploit it to cast suspicion on her.,” I continued. “But who could it be? And what could they have against Miranda?”

      Camino tut-tutted. “You have entirely missed my point, Amelia. What if Miranda placed the oleander leaves there?”

      “What? Why would she do that?”

      Camino picked up a pot of violets, gasped at the price, and set it down. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? We need more information, more pieces of the puzzle. What if Miranda tried to implicate herself to throw suspicion off herself? I mean, the police would think it was too obvious, that the murderer would never implicate themselves in such a way. You yourself just fell into the same trap. What if Miranda implicated herself to cover up the fact that she’s the murderer?”

      I was having trouble following what Camino was saying. “Camino, you’re starting to sound like Ruprecht.”

      Camino’s cheeks flushed red. “I am not!” She plucked a small leaf from a nearby shrub and twirled it between her fingers. “Still, I have a feeling we’re missing something crucial. Something that’s right under our noses.”

      I nodded. “Agreed. We need to gather information and investigate more suspects.”

      “Then let us find a café and buy coffee and cake. Not the café here,” Camino said urgently, “because we don’t want oleander leaves slipped into our coffee. I imagine the path ahead will be filled with twists, turns, and unexpected revelations, ultimately leading us to the heart of the mystery. Your instincts and my superbly logical thinking will continue to guide us, just like two sides of the same coin, working in perfect harmony to uncover the secrets hidden beneath the petals and leaves.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “Goodness me, Camino, you have been spending way too much time with Ruprecht!”

      Camino chuckled, taking my arm and leading me towards the exit of Miranda’s garden centre. “Perhaps, but you have to admit, the man does have a way with words. After all, Ruprecht might be overly fond of ancient philosophers, but he’s also a genius.”

      I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “Fine, let’s go find a café. But no more talk of oleanders or wolfsbane or whatever deadly plants you have in your backyard.”

      Camino grinned mischievously. “I can’t make any promises, but you can bribe me with cake. The allure of poisonous posies is simply too irresistible.”

      I could only shake my head in response. As we walked out into the bright sunlight, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were missing something. Miranda’s involvement in the case was still a mystery, and the oleander leaves left at the crime scene were a puzzle we needed to solve.

      But for now, I pushed those thoughts aside and focused on Camino’s suggestion of coffee and cake. It was a small comfort in the midst of all this chaos, a chance to rest and regroup before we delved deeper into the mystery.
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      I stared into the dark abyss that was my oven. I realised I was frowning and stopped at once, remembering the TikTok I’d watched the night before, warning of the dangers of wrinkles caused by frowning.

      Baking was supposed to be a soothing experience, wasn’t it? The chocolate cake I had so lovingly prepared for Alder had been executed to perfection–but then, so had Anne Boleyn. “A perfect execution isn’t always a good thing,” I mumbled to myself.

      I eyed the charred remains of my husband’s dessert before slipping on my oven mitts and attempting to scrape the burnt bits off the pan.

      “Arabella, look!” Thyme uttered in a hushed whisper, her voice barely audible but filled with excitement. 

      Alder was holding up a potato with googly eyes glued on it and a tiny carrot wearing a top hat. Arabella giggled and clapped her hands with delight as Alder made the vegetable duo dance across the kitchen counter.

      “Mr Potato and Sir Carrot, at your service!” Thyme said to me.

      I couldn’t help but smile back, my baking disaster momentarily forgotten.

      “All right, you two,” I whispered conspiratorially, nodding at the puppet vegetables. “I need to have a serious talk with the man of the house. Make sure the house turns down the Barbie movie.”

      Alder nodded. He sent Thyme off with Sir Carrot and Mr Potato to entertain Arabella in the living room, leaving us alone in the kitchen.

      I wasted no time coming to the point. “Simon Blackwood,” I began. “We need to know what he’s up to. I have a bad feeling that there’s something off about him.” I glanced over my shoulder. “I want to investigate him, Alder. But we need to be careful not to arouse suspicion.”

      Alder opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. I had forgotten he had been struck silent like all the other men in town. Instead, he nodded gravely, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      “I know it’s not easy for you to be unable to speak your mind, but I need you to trust me on this.”

      Alder squeezed my shoulder and offered a reassuring smile.

      I wiped flour from my hands by way of response.

      Arabella burst into the room. Hard on her heels was Thyme. “Sorry, she was too fast for me,” Thyme said.

      The one-year-old giggled and reached for Baby, the huge taxidermied cat sitting on the kitchen counter, much to my chagrin. Baby was scary, but a homicidal maniac had said that if we did not look after Baby, there would be a generational curse put upon our family. We had no choice, really.

      Alder busied himself scribbling a note, which he held up for us to see.

      Alder’s note read,

      
        
        “Town hall meeting tonight. Discussing the silence. Simon is likely to be there.”

      

      

      My heart quickened at the thought of coming face to face with Simon Blackwood. He set off my spidey-sense. I glanced down at Arabella, who had successfully captured Baby and was now hugging it tight.

      “I should get going now,” I said, swallowing my nerves. “I feel better that you’re staying here with Arabella, keeping her safe, though I do worry about her instincts. She should know that cat is dangerous!”

      Was it my imagination, or did the stuffed cat’s baneful yellow eyes fickler?

      Alder looked conflicted for a moment before nodding in agreement. He might have already agreed to the plan, but I could tell he was nervous about sending his wife off into the path of danger. He set down the pen and scooped up the rogue potato from earlier, placing it atop Baby’s head like a hat.

      The absurdity made me chuckle, but my thoughts were already racing with potential plans. “I’ll attend the meeting and see what I can find out about Simon.”

      Alder gestured towards the clock hanging on the wall. Time was ticking away. I left to gather my thoughts and prepare for the town hall meeting, leaving Alder behind with Arabella and that hideous stuffed cat. Baby, ready to support me in any way he could–even if he couldn’t speak a word.

      The evening sun cast long shadows across the main road through town as I approached the town hall. Bayberry Creek was the only small town in the area with the New England Highway running through it. The New England Highway bypassed all the other towns. It was good for the local cafes and small businesses on the main street.

      A sense of trepidation coiled in my stomach, but I pushed it aside, focusing instead on my mission.

      “Amelia!” a voice called out as soon as I entered the building. I spun around to see Camino waving at me from a bench nearby. I wondered why she wasn’t wearing a onesie. That was certainly uncharacteristic.

      I at once noticed women smiling widely, while their husbands were not. The spell of silence might have upset half the town, but the other half of town seemed to be enjoying the new normal.

      “Ah, there he is,” Camino said, following my line of sight. Ruprecht nodded in agreement, his lips pressed into a thin line. If any man was struggling not to speak, it was him. “You think Simon Blackwood’s involved in all this?” Camino asked, her voice barely audible over the murmurs of the crowd.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, my eyes never leaving Simon. “But we have to find out.”

      Camino grabbed my arm. “Let’s talk to some of the women here first. Maybe they can tell us more about him before we get to the torture.”

      “The torture?” I cried softly.

      “Are we not torturing him?”

      “Good heavens, no.”

      “Can we torture him?”

      “Camino!”

      “I want to dunk his head in a fountain.”

      “Since when were you so violent?”

      “I don’t like his face.”

      “I don’t like his face either, but that hardly means we need to torture the poor man.”

      She snorted rudely. “You’re the one who thinks he is a cold-blooded killer.”

      “I think he might just very well be a cold-blooded killer. Might is the key word in that sentence.”

      “You never let me torture anyone!”

      “That’s because it’s torture, Camino! I think I need to return the voices of the men in this town, just so someone other than I can talk some sense into you.”

      Ruprecht nodded vigorously and pointed to a group of women standing nearby.

      Camino headed for them. I hurried after her. “Excuse me,” she said to the nearest woman, “I couldn’t help but overhear you discussing Simon Blackwood. What do you think of him?”

      “Simon?” one of the women replied, raising an eyebrow. “He’s always been a bit odd, but I never thought much of it until the men fell silent. Now, I’m not so sure.”

      “Odd how?” I pressed, trying to keep my voice steady.

      “Hard to say,” another woman chimed in, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “He often keeps to himself, spends a lot of time locked away in that old house of his.”

      “Perhaps he’s just a private person,” I suggested. “Did Simon get along with the murder victim?”

      “Billy Thompson? No idea, actually.”

      “I don’t know about that nasty Billy Thompson,” the first woman added. “But I’ve also heard whispers of strange experiments happening in Simon’s house. Not his house in town, I mean. I’ve heard he has another house out of town. Terrible things happen there, or so I’ve heard. Of course, it could just be gossip.”

      The second woman agreed. “Strange goings on. A religious cult.”

      “Satanists,” the first woman said. “Rituals and all that. They dress up in black and sacrifice goats.”

      “Sacrifice goats!” I shrieked in alarm.

      She shrugged. “No idea, really. But it’s obvious, isn’t it?”

      “Um, what is?” I ventured.

      “The men all being silent. Satanists have done it.”

      I thought it time to leave the conversation. I smiled, nodded, and turned away, scanning the building for Ruprecht.

      “Can I torture Simon Blackwood now?” Camino asked when we reached Ruprecht. “If he harms goats, he deserves to be tortured!”

      Ruprecht’s jaw dropped open. His eyebrows shot in the other direction. I was forced to explain the conversation.

      “So, they weren’t terribly fond of Simon,” I concluded. “But they didn’t seem to know much about him.”

      “Except that he might be conducting strange experiments,” Camino added, her fingers twisting nervously in the folds of her dress. “He was business partners with Billy Thompson, who somebody did away with, and Simon was into the black arts.”

      “We don’t know that!” I said firmly.

      “Maybe not, but he’s involved in some sort of secretive business and has a second house out of town. I wonder why.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe he’s having an affair. Anyway, there’s Simon. I’ll go and have a word.”

      Simon was standing by himself. As I approached, I studied his appearance.

      He was tall and lean, with dark hair slicked back from his forehead. His eyes were piercing, and his expression was inscrutable as he watched me approach. When I was close enough to speak without raising my voice, I greeted him as cordially as I could manage.

      “Good evening, Mr Blackwood. I don’t believe we’ve met before. I’m Amelia Spelled.”

      He inclined his head in acknowledgment.

      “I understand that you were business partners with Billy Thompson,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Is that right?”

      He nodded.

      “My friend, Camino, and I were the ones who found him.” I searched his face, but his expression remained impassive.

      “Um, well, um,” I sputtered, suddenly at a loss for words, “um, with the police not being able to speak, I wondered if you had any idea who murdered him? I’ve brought you paper and a pen.” I thrust said objects at him.

      His expression did change then. “Murdered?” he scrawled across the page, his handwriting flowery. His eyes narrowed.

      I shrugged. “Oleander twigs were found at the scene. Near his coffee cup,” I added for good measure.

      He grimaced and then wrote, “The police didn’t tell me that. They didn’t say it was murder.”

      I wondered how the police managed to tell him anything at all, given that they couldn’t speak. “Maybe it wasn’t murder,” I said. “Maybe he didn’t know oleanders were deadly and for some reason decided to stir his coffee with branches.” I felt I should ease off the sarcasm, so added evenly, “If he was murdered, do you have any idea who possibly had any reason to murder him?”

      “No,” he wrote. He handed me back the paper and pen, before turning away.

      The mayor was taking to the stage already. I rejoined Camino and Ruprecht as a hush fell over the crowd.

      “Good evening, everyone,” the mayor began solemnly, tossing her hair over her shoulder in an impatient gesture. “As you all know, our town is facing a crisis unlike anything we’ve ever seen. Our men are unable to speak, and we are no closer to understanding why.”

      Murmurs of agreement rippled through the audience, though only from the women, and a chill ran down my spine. If they all knew I were to blame, they would run me out of town with pitchforks.

      “However,” the mayor continued, “we might have a lead. The health department has informed us that they believe this phenomenon is the result of a new virus, one that escaped from a laboratory somewhere overseas, possibly developed by a female scientist who was fed up with her husband’s incessant protests about not wanting to fix little things around the house.”

      A murmur of understanding went up through the crowd. I glanced at Simon, who
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