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REVIEWS




With lean writing and cinematic style, J.T.
Cummins has created a fast-moving, suspenseful story that makes
compulsive reading, right up to its climactic finish.

—Debbi Mack, Author of Identity Crisis




The characters are intriguing and keep you
hooked as the various plot twists untwine. Cummins is a writer to
watch and brings that visual, fast-paced "screenwriter" feel to his
fiction.

—Scott Nicholson, Author of The Skull Ring and The Red
Church

 


The plot and storyline were excellent. This
was an entertaining mystery. The writing style was also very good
with excellent descriptions. Overall: An entertaining, quick
read.

—Red Adept Review

 


As a certified CSI/Cold Case/crime drama nut,
this novella was right up my alley. It was a fast, easy, and fun
read. You simply must check it out. You will not regret it. It had
me at “cord wood.”

—Kelley Sweet-Jensen, Reader
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ONE





On the island of Martha’s Vineyard,
Massachusetts, wind driven snow lashes the empty cobblestone
streets of the quaint New England village of Edgartown.

Amidst the grand Cape Cod’s and gingerbread
Victorians resplendent in Christmas finery, a practical garden
cottage stands apart at the end of a snow swept lane. Beyond her
frosty windows, firelight flickers...

Inside, lit by the glow of a hearth fire,
blue collar handsome, thirty-six-year old, Haylon Parker and nubile
college bombshell, Vivian Coal make passionate love.

The bedside phone rings and Haylon curses,
but answers. “Whoever this is, your call better be a good one.”

An indistinct voice speaks on the other end
of the line, and Haylon’s brow knits. “Who is this?”

Without reply, the caller disconnects.

Haylon pauses to mentally digest the
message, and then hangs up.

“Important?” Vivian asks.

“We’ll see.” Grim, Haylon rises from the bed
sheets and begins to dress in his police chief’s uniform.

 


~~~~

 


Ninety minutes later, dawn on the horizon,
Haylon leads Deputy Newman Carter, a search party of two dozen
locals, and a reporter and his news cameraman through an icy scrub
forest.

First on the scene, Haylon pushes through a
thicket, stumbles, and lands face down in the remains of a spent
bonfire. He lifts his head, spits ash, and comes face to face with
the burnt remains of twenty-year old, Pamela Sue Potter. Hideously,
her lovely arms and legs have been chopped from her torso, and like
cord wood, bound to her trunk by a coil of rusty barbed wire.
Overcome by the gruesome sight and stink, Haylon pukes into the
virgin snow.

Ever vigilant, the cameraman swoops in and
trains his lens on Haylon. When the contents of the chief’s stomach
are spent, and he offers no further commentary save a weary groan,
the cameraman moves on. With the instincts of a true professional,
he documents circular arrangements of stones, the lumpy remains of
black candles, and a large hand hewn wooden bowl.

Inside the concave ceremonial vessel are
four partially burnt slips of parchment. Handwritten on their
surfaces in bold calligraphic loops are the names “Edwin” and
“Cecilia,” and on the final two, the surname “Hubble.”

 


~~~~



Across the island, a two-story mansion
stands defiant atop the windblown clay bluffs of Aquinnah and the
stormy Atlantic beyond.

Inside, motherly, fifty-five-year old,
Cecilia Hubble places breakfast for two on a silver service tray.
She hums happily as she shoulders open a door, slips into the
foyer, and heads toward an ornate staircase. Unfortunately, she
never makes it there.

Bam! A blow from a hand-held iron ram kicks
open the front door, and like locusts, Captain Carter Burr and
several police officers swarm inside.

“Police,” Carter shouts. “Stay where you
are!”

Instinctively, Cecilia backpedals.

A force of nature, burly Officer Eugene
Gains sweeps the tray from Cecilia’s hands and slams her hard
against a foyer wall. “Listen up! Don’t move!” Eugene yanks one of
Cecilia’s arms behind her and prepares to cuff a wrist.

Pained, Cecilia frees an arm and scratches
Eugene’s cheek.

“Witch,” Eugene hisses. “Damn, Witch!” He
smashes Cecilia’s face with an elbow, and blood explodes from her
broken nose. “‘Don’t move,’ damn it!”

As Cecilia slumps against the wall, Carter
leads his men up the steep staircase. “Mr. Hubble, police! We have
a warrant! We have a warrant for —”

Suddenly, robust, fifty-eight-year old Edwin
Hubble appears half-dressed on the upstairs mezzanine. “What’re you
doing? What do you want?”

“Edwin,” Cecilia cries.

Edwin looks downstairs and sees his bloody
wife between Eugene and the foyer wall. “Cecilia,” Edwin bellows,
and wades into the officers on the stairs. “Leave her be! We
haven’t done anything! You hear me? Nothing!”

“Take ’em down,” Carter shouts, and he and
his men tackle Edwin.

Under siege, Edwin swings a meaty fist.

Hit square, Carter’s glass jaw shatters and
he drops like a stone.

In an instant, common sense gives way to
anger, and the officers force Edwin to the floor and beat him to a
bloody pulp.

 


 


TWO





Earnest, thirty-four-year old Deputy D.A.
Matthew Bright and Haylon trudge down an icy Edgartown street. As
they walk, Matthew scans a packet of newly taken snap-shots that
reveal Edwin and Cecilia Hubble’s brutal wounds.

“Jesus, Haylon. What is this? Are your men
trying to sabotage the D.A.’s reputation single-handedly?”

“Hubble broke Carter’s jaw, Matthew. Things
just escalated from there.”

“Don’t get defensive on me, Hay,” Matthew
chides and shoves the photos inside a courier-style leather
briefcase slung over his shoulder. “Your men were supposed to serve
a search warrant, not father a potential lawsuit. If you thought
you could distance yourself from this by sending your goons to do
your dirty work, think again.” Matthew stops at a newspaper vending
machine and inserts a few coins.

“C’mon, Matthew, everybody knows the
Hubble’s are supporting Philip’s reelection bid — and thanks to the
mayor’s early endorsement of me, I’m tied to the Hubble’s by
association. Tell me, what else was I supposed to do?”

“Your job. Is that too much to ask?” Matthew
yanks a copy of the Vineyard Gazette from the vending machine and
stuffs it under his arm. “Believe me, if Nathan does decide to
prosecute, you and your department better be up to snuff. Because,
if you’re not —”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Haylon says
defensively. “We’ll put out the China. Jesus.”

Matthew and Haylon jaywalk across an empty
street and approach Walter’s General Store. Outside an open order
window, Matthew rings the counter service bell. A moment later,
earthy, seventy-two-year old Walter Crane appears in the
portal.

“Mornin’, Matthew. Chief. Beautiful day
we’re havin’.”

“Extraordinary, Walter.”

On auto-pilot, Walter prepares a to-go cup
of coffee for Matthew.

“How’s the wife?” Matthew asks.

“As usual, fouler than last week’s
Nor’easter. Yours?”

“Uh, Katherine’s visiting her folks on the
mainland.”

“Good day for it. Can I get
you anythin’,
Chief? Say, a barf bag?”

Stung, Haylon looks at the ground.

Matthew
can’t help but
smile at Haylon’s discomfort. “Give Maggie my love, will
you?”

“If it pleases, ya.”

Matthew exchanges cash for coffee, and he
and Haylon walk on.

“Okay,” Haylon continues in private. “So I
was trying to stay out of the controversy. Is that a crime? Help me
out here, Matthew, for old time’s sake? All I’m asking for is a
little slack. As Deputy D.A., just sit on this ’ritual sacrifice’
notion for awhile, okay? If not, come next November, the only thing
the mayor and I will have left to run on is a vomit platform.”

“Your hurl wasn’t that impressive.”

“Funny. Then extend me some pity for
chrissakes. Your pop would’ve.”

Matthew stops in the shadow of the Duke’s
County Courthouse’s clock tower. “What you’re asking is difficult.
If the press should get wind that I’m withholding information
—”

“You’d still be a hypocrite in the morning.
Katherine’s not exactly ‘visiting her folks on the mainland,’ now
is she?”

Uneasy, Matthew looks away.

“Do this for me, Matthew. Do this for the
mayor. Besides, the way I see it, you’d not only be doing us a
favor, but the entire island.”

“How do you figure?”

“You wouldn’t want us to become known as the
new Salem, now would you?”

Over Haylon’s shoulder, Matthew sees an
attractive, twenty-eight-year old woman clad in business attire.
Briefcase in-hand, she makes short work of the front steps and
enters the courthouse.

“Alright,” Matthews agrees, even as he
backpedals toward the courthouse. “I’ll do what I can. But, if
things get hot...”

“You won’t regret it, Matthew. As the Lord
is my witness, when the time comes, you name it. Anything, it’s
yours.”

“‘Yeah, yeah,’” Matthew mocks, bounds up the
courthouse steps, and hurries inside. Quietly, he strides past the
security desk where elderly guard Carl Bloomquist snoozes, crosses
the grand foyer, and jogs up behind Lizabeth Mosley. As they walk,
Matthew playfully hooks his arm in hers. “Morning, Lizabeth. We
should stop meeting like this, islanders will talk.”



“Thanks for the tip,” Lizabeth says coldly,
and shrugs away. “But my vilified clients are already aware of
that.”

“Look, I know the Hubbles are friends of
yours, but let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves, okay? This is
only a preliminary hearing.”

Elizabeth stops abruptly, which forces
Matthew to do the same.

“Don’t patronize me, Matthew. The D.A.’s
underhanded tactics are legendary. Poole’s already mounting
opposition, isn’t he?”

“What? Why would you think that?”

Lizabeth yanks the gazette from under
Matthew’s arm, and then slaps it against his chest. “Do you read,”
she asks, and walks on alone. “Or is that paper just a fashion
statement?”

Matthew scans the newspaper headline. It
virtually screams: “Witches Burn Woman Alive!”

“Great,” Matthew says to himself. “Just
great.” He hustles after Lizabeth, catches up to her, and matches
her stride. “Okay, I’m disappointed, but not surprised. Still,
you’re overreacting. The Vineyard press is autonomous of local
government. Just like every other news organization.”

Lizabeth snorts contemptuously. “You poor
sheltered, Islander. Personally, I don’t know what’s more
threatening to the Hubble’s case — sanctimonious blue-bloods
representing no one’s agenda but their own, or the artificial
posturing of Duke’s County politicians preening for publicity
before an election year. You know as well as I do, whether the
truth surfaces or not, either could put the Hubbles away for life.”
Lizabeth stops at a mahogany door. “Oh, and one more thing…” She
glances about for unwanted eyes, and then plants a deep kiss on
Matthew’s mouth.

Matthew kisses back.

“Sorry I’ve been a stranger. My workload in
Boston’s a bitch. How about I make amends?” She takes Matthew’s
hand and guides it up her shapely torso. “Chinese at your place,
say, sevenish?”

“Yeah,” he answers with a boyish grin.
“That’d be fine.”

Inches from her breast, Lizabeth diverts
Matthew’s hand and playfully pushes him away. “Don’t be late.”
Lizabeth smiles coyly, and slips into the judge’s chambers.

Matthew arms away Lizabeth’s lipstick, takes
a deep breath, and follows her inside.

 


 


THREE





Matthew crosses the handsome suite, and then
sets his briefcase on the floor next to one of several chairs that
sit in front of the judge’s mahogany desk. Dutifully, he smiles at
elderly stenographer Martha Weeble. “Martha.”

“Matthew,” she replies courteously from her
corner station.

Fifty-eight-year old, D.A. Nathan Poole
enters through a side door. Immaculately clad in L. L. Bean, his
manner is curt, New England aristocracy.

“Mornin’ to you, Matthew,” Nathan says, and
briskly rubs his cold hands together. “It seems Old Man Winter has
a lock on us for the New Year.”

“It would appear so, sir.”

Nathan produces a small, tastefully wrapped
box from his pocket and sets the gift on the judge’s blotter. He
then turns to Lizabeth. “District Attorney Nathan Poole. Sorry we
had to inconvenience you during such a cold snap, Ms. Mosley. But,
the case does fall within the Vineyard’s jurisdiction.”

“Flying in from Boston would only be
inconvenient, Mr. Poole, if the Hubble’s didn’t happen to be my
clients.”

“Or, you weren’t well compensated for travel
time.”

“Excuse me?” Lizabeth asks, unsure of what
she’s just heard.

Sixty-two-year old, African-American Judge
Alby Clemson enters.

“Ah. Good to see you, Alby.”

“Nathan.”

“Enjoyed your excursion to Montana I
trust?”

“Immensely,” Alby exclaims. “The steelhead
were so thick, I could’ve crossed the creek on their backs.”

“A messiah complex if I ever heard one,”
Nathan teases.

Alby laughs, sits at his desk and
immediately spies the gift. “For me?”

Lizabeth looks over at Matthew, who just
shrugs.

“Consider it a belated Christmas gift,”
Nathan says with a toothy, Cheshire cat-like grin.

Alby opens the box. Inside he finds an
exquisite fly fishing lure. “A Delancey hand tied original!”

“Talisman for your next fishing expedition,”
Nathan explains cheerily.

Lizabeth interrupts Nathan’s blatant ass
kissing with a soft cough.

“Oh, yes. Forgive my rudeness. I almost
overlooked, Ms. Lizabeth Mosley, counsel for the defense. But, you
have to admit, tweed does blend well with the decor.”

“Your Honor,” Lizabeth says respectfully,
even as she admonishes Nathan with an icy glance.

A side door opens and gangly Bailiff Murray
Wilkerson holds it wide. A moment later, Cecilia pushes Edwin
Hubble out in a wheelchair. Both sport scabs and contusions from
the previous night’s encounter, but it is Edwin’s arm in a sling
and his leg in a cast that trumps Cecilia’s swollen nose and black
and blue eye sockets.

 


 


FOUR





“Please, uh...sit,” Alby offers.

Everyone takes their seats, while Lizabeth
helps Cecilia position Edwin’s wheelchair.

“In the limited time I’ve had to review this
matter,” Alby begins. “I’ve come to understand that the Duke’s
County prosecutor has reason to suspect that the defendants may be
involved in what it terms ‘ritual murder for the purposes of
undetermined ceremony.’ Matthew, for this hearing, would you please
state the facts?”

“Certainly, Your Honor. Early yesterday
morning, Chief Haylon Parker received an anonymous phone call from
a concerned citizen reporting a possible homicide on property owned
by Edwin and Cecilia Hubble. The decedent was twenty-year old,
Pamela Sue Potter of Vineyard Haven.” Matthew glances at Nathan. “I
believe she worked part-time as a booster for Mayor Norcross?”

Nathan confirms with a nod.

“As far as we know, Pamela was last seen
leaving the mayor’s annual Christmas Eve party.”

Alby leans toward Matthew. “Did I miss
much?”

“Off the record?”

Alby glances at Martha, and she stops
mid-key stroke.

“The same old root canal,” Matthew sighs.
“However, Philip did publicly acquiesce to another term as
mayor.”

”Older, colder news there has never been.
Martha?”

Martha poises her fingers back over the
stenotype keys, ready to resume.

“Please continue, Matthew.”

“Yes, sir. According to Pamela’s mother,
Susan, she and her sixteen-year old son, Amos, had planned to meet
Pamela at midnight mass Christmas Eve. Of course, her daughter
never arrived.”

The Judge’s eyes fasten on Lizabeth, “Ms.
Mosley?”

Out of respect, she begins to stand.

“We’re friends here,” Alby informs her.
“Relax.”

Awkwardly, Lizabeth eases back down into her
chair.

“Well, as this inquiry already has
depositions stating my client’s whereabouts on the morning of
discovery, and there’s no hard evidence connecting them to the
decedent’s untimely demise, I humbly request that this hearing be
dismissed.”

“Your Honor,” Matthew counters. “Contrary to
defense’s statement, compelling evidence was found at the crime
scene which does appear to implicate the defendants. Due to this
evidence, prosecution feels a full investigation is warranted.”

“The evidence, please.”

Matthew removes an evidence envelope from
his briefcase satchel and hands it to Alby.

The Judge withdraws a small, translucent
baggy from the envelope. Inside are the four partially burnt slips
of parchment, complete with the Hubble’s forenames and surname.

“This is it?”

“Yes sir.”

“Analysis?”

“None as yet,” Matthew says, somewhat
sheepishly. “The lab is closed until January second.”

“Matthew,” Alby sighs. “Would prosecution
concede that it has been perhaps a tad premature in calling this
hearing?”

“Your Honor,” Nathan interjects.
“Prosecution believes that this evidence, while meager, links the
Hubble’s to the crime scene. The evidence coupled with their
reputations, warrant at the very least further investigation.”

“Have I missed something?” Alby asks with a
frown. “What ‘reputations?’”

“As cultists,” Nathan replies matter of
fact.

“Objection,” Lizabeth protests.
“Prosecution’s accusation relies on hearsay.”

“Ms. Mosley,” Alby admonishes. “If this were
a trial, I would hasten to say ‘sustained.’ However as this is only
an inquiry and no official charges have been brought, I’d prefer a
more casual atmosphere if you don’t mind?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

Alby turns back to Matthew. “Now, would the
prosecution please limit its rebuttal to presentable facts, and
kindly define its use of the term ‘cultists?’”

“As in: ‘an adherent to a faddish religious
system or abnormal belief.’”

“‘Abnormal?’” Edwin repeats in disbelief.
“So that’s your game is it? C’mon, Poole, this has no more to do
with murder than you and charitable causes.”

“Mr. Hubble, as your attorney I suggest
—”

“Go on,” Edwin challenges Nathan. “Why don’t
you tell the Judge what this is really about? It’s not just about
me and my wife’s religious convictions. No, Sir. It’s an attempt to
separate, once and for all, the chaff from the lily white
wheat!”

“Edwin?” Lizabeth cautions in a firmer
tone.

“Since you’re all so damn curious; yes. Yes,
I did light a bonfire on the evening of the twenty-fourth.”

Exasperated, Lizabeth throws up her
hands.

“So what, it’s my property. I have the right
to clear it of deadfall.”

“Of course,” Matthew agrees. “But is it
common whenever you do so to light candles and make ritualistic
arrangements of stone?”

“The last time I heard, Mr. Bright, this
island was still an extension of a free country. Or by your
insinuating tone, am I to assume that it is now against the law to
celebrate a holiday anyway a person sees fit?” Edwin sees Nathan
jot a note on a legal pad. “And, don’t you dare misconstrue that as
my saying I roasted a fellow human being on a spit!” Edwin looks to
Alby for succor. “Judge, I don’t know who, but it’s obvious that
someone has it out for me and my wife.”

“If that’s true,” Alby asks. “What might
this ’someone’s’ motive be?”

“Be’al! Since when do you islanders need an
excuse to protect the status quo?”

Cecilia places a cautionary hand on Edwin’s
arm.

“Hell,” Edwin continues. “If it were up to
the locals, I hear they’d have seceded from the mainland years ago.
That’s how much they care for outsiders.”

“I’m curious then,” Matthew asks Edwin. “If
you honestly feel that locals are hostile to off-islanders, why
burden yourself with one of Boston’s finest as counsel?”

Lizabeth shoots Matthew a stern look.
“That’s attorney, client privilege.”

“It’s alright, Lizabeth.”

“But, Edwin —”

“It’s alright. The bottom line? Cecilia and
I didn’t want a puppet of island politics representing us. No
offense, Judge.”

“None taken. Yet.”

“Whatever your reason,” Matthew continues.
“Your choice of off-island counsel is interesting. Does your
collective agree with it?”

Lizabeth, Edwin, and Cecilia look taken
aback.

With a wry smile, Matthew lifts a worn book
from his briefcase and sets it upright on Alby’s desk. The book’s
cover is embossed with the title: “Witches In America.” “Your
Honor, for the edification of this inquiry, a collective is —”

“A ‘collective,’” Lizabeth cuts in. “Is
nothing more than a group of individuals that consider themselves a
whole because they share the same interests and concerns. Like the
Hubble’s and their Crescent Moon Collective — nature.”

His thunder stolen, Matthew grows more
serious. “Again, Mr. Hubble, does the collective agree with your
choice of outside counsel?”

Caught between a proverbial rock and a hard
place, Edwin hesitates.

“Answer the question,” Matthew presses.

“Yes, they agree, damn it! They agree
because it needn’t concern them.”

“Why is that?” Nathan asks as he slithers
snake-like into the conversation. “If the members of this ‘group’
happen to be corroborating witnesses, they should come forward.
Yes?”

“That’s not for you to decide,” counters
Lizabeth.

“It is if this inquiry should agree with
me.”

“Object —” Lizabeth catches herself, and
then continues. “Your Honor, after specifically singling out my
clients as the alleged perpetrators of a heinous crime,
prosecution, without a single shred of hard evidence, has suddenly
switched gears and is now inferring that my clients are not only
alleged murderers, but part of some larger conspiracy.”

Lizabeth’s accusation surprises Matthew, and
it shows on his face.

“If Your Honor will forgive the defense for
saying so, it is starting to wonder if there is a particular agenda
at work here — an agenda that should’ve gone out of favor with
Senator Joseph McCarthy.”

Nathan jumps to his feet. “That’s
outrageous! Judge Alby, I demand an immediate apology.”

“Ms. Mosley?” Alby prompts.

“Perhaps I was a bit harsh, Your Honor. Mr.
Poole, I’m sorry.”

Nathan relaxes somewhat.

“Sincerely sorry you’re conducting a Witch
hunt.”

Angry, Nathan’s face turns beet red. “A
’Witch hunt’ as you call it was never my intention, Ms. Mosley.
However, after seeing how desperately you have tried to shift
attention from this collective’s membership, maybe such a search
wouldn’t be without merit.”

“Obviously,” Edwin snorts. “Living in a fish
bowl has clouded your judgment, Poole. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be
suggesting such a thing.”

“To the contrary, Mr. Hubble, the people of
Massachusetts have the right to know about the activities of any
group that may impact their welfare.”

“Really?” Cecilia asks incredulously. “Then
answer me this, Mr. Prosecutor. In nature, which animal lives the
longest?”

Nathan stares at her, a blank expression on
his face.

“Why, the animal unseen by man, of course,”
Cecilia obliges.

 


 


FIVE





A rear door opens, and Alby perks.

Fidgety, fifty-six-year old, Pathologist
Kneally Willis stands in the threshold and clutches several file
folders against his bony chest.

“Yes, Kneally?”

“Sorry to interrupt, sir, but I have the
preliminary report. May I?”

“By all means, Doctor.”

Like a servile rodent, Kneally scampers
across the room and hands the files to Alby.
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