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      I was so excited to get to work that morning that I almost forgot to brush my hair. That would have been a disaster all on its own. I’d had the presence of mind to pile my thick auburn curls into a messy bun on top of my head, but my hair is a horror story for another time. At least summer was over, and I had a glorious fall day ahead of me. There was nothing better than those first few days of autumn baking.

      The thing that had me all worked up into a tizzy was a brand new recipe in my Cookbook of Shadows. It’s a spell book just for Kitchen Witches. The cookbook contained all of my super-secret magical baking recipes. My cupcakes were more than just supernaturally delicious, they had actual magic in them too. Since it was an enchanted book, it revealed new secrets to me from time to time. The day before I’d found a page I’d never seen before. Meditative Mint Chocolate Supreme was a cupcake I couldn’t wait to make for the first time.

      Unfortunately, my new recipe would have to wait. What I found when I got to my shop, Sweet Magic Bakery, was a broken window. The glass of the pane nearest the front door was smashed in, and shards had scattered halfway across the bakery floor. The bakery’s front door was also slightly ajar. Whoever had done it had broken the window and then used the opening to unlock the door.

      I could only guess that they’d gained access to my business sometime under the cover of night. Destiny Cove wasn’t what you’d call a sleepy town, but it was pretty quiet after midnight.

      Apparently, our little town wasn’t crime-free, though. I’d been presented with a dilemma. Did I go in and investigate myself? What if someone was still in there and I surprised them? I could get hurt if they caught me off guard. I wondered if I should call my friend Sheriff Joe Newbury.

      Before I made up my mind, I walked slowly around the outside of the building. I made my way around to the alley in the back. Nothing looked out of place back there. The back door was locked, and it appeared no one had tampered with it. That made sense, my alley door was steel, and the back windows had bars on them. It wasn’t because of crime in Destiny Cove but because my bakery had been a jewelry store at some point in the past. I’d left the extra security on the windows when I purchased the place, and I was glad that I had.

      In the end, I decided that I was probably overreacting. If someone had broken in to burglarize the place, my guess was that they had to be long gone. In my mind, it was more likely that someone had just damaged the front door and window. Perhaps someone had crashed their car into the building in the middle of the night. I walked back around to the front of the shop and pushed the front door open.

      Once inside, I looked around. In the dining area of the bakery, nothing seemed amiss except the smattering of broken glass. The counter and cash register seemed fine too. There weren’t even any signs that someone had tried to jimmy the cash drawer open. My eyes flitted around the store looking for a weapon. I still hadn’t convinced myself that there wasn’t an intruder in the store. There was a heavy feeling in the air. If I did find someone lying in wait for me, what would I do? I could bash them on the head with a whisk if I wanted them to laugh at me before totally murdering me. I could hit them with my…

      That’s when a little niggling of panic began to form in my stomach. If they hadn’t broken in to steal money, then what could they have wanted? I practically ran to the kitchen, and my heart dropped into the pit of my stomach.

      My Cookbook of Shadows was missing from the spot where I always left it on a pedestal by the window. I went over to the pedestal and ran my hands over it. I’d hoped that I could get a glimpse of who had taken it, but I got almost nothing. I could pick up just a hint of the aura of the person who’d taken it, but knowing that they had a muddy brown aura at the time they had their hands on the book didn’t help me much.

      I shot around like a chicken with its head cut off searching every cabinet and drawer. I’d even turned over two of my giant flour sacks kept in the dry storage. I don’t know why I thought the book might be in there, but I was desperate.

      “If my mom moved it when she was cleaning, where would she have put it?” I muttered to myself while pinching the bridge of my nose. “Think, Zoe. Think.”

      Out of places to look in the kitchen, I ran out into the dining area and straight back to the bathrooms. After checking behind the commodes and in both toilet tanks, I went back out into the dining area and looked at the underside of every table and chair. “Maybe someone duct taped it under one of these to mess with me,” I rationalized.

      When that little nugget of insight didn’t turn up anything, I looked on every shelf of my pastry cases. First, I looked through the front glass, and then I went around to the back and opened them up. Like that was going to help. But, I was desperate.

      When I’d looked everywhere and given up on the notion that perhaps my mother had moved it while cleaning, I had to admit that not only was it gone, someone had stolen it.

      At first I was numb. I’m sure my aura was a lovely shade of dirty gray. It most likely began to turn pink as my heart rate tripped and began to pick up speed. Fire engine red would be the most likely color for the moment the panic settled back into my chest.

      I took out my phone and called Sheriff Joe Newbury. “Uh, Joe,” I said when he answered. “I have a problem.”

      “What’s that, Zoe? You need me to come try that new cupcake flavor already? The sun isn’t even all the way up yet.”

      “No. I didn’t get to make the cupcakes yet. Joe, someone broke into the bakery.”

      “Please tell me you’re outside.”

      “No, I’m inside. I didn’t think I’d actually been burglarized.”

      “Zoe, that’s so dangerous. Go outside right now and wait for me,” he said and hung up.

      Though I didn’t sense any danger and I was certain there was no one in the bakery, I did as he asked.

      When Joe arrived, I was standing outside on the sidewalk trying not to gnaw my fingernails down to the nub with worry. He walked up and gave me a hug. I instantly relaxed a little. Joe may have been the town sheriff, but first and foremost he was my best friend.

      “While you were in there, did you notice if anything was stolen? Did they get the register?”

      “No, they didn’t touch the money. The only thing missing is my Cookbook of Shadows. It had to have been stolen. I looked everywhere.”

      Joe went inside and looked around while I waited on the sidewalk. He came back outside shaking his head and trying not to chuckle. I assume the mess that I’d made while looking for the book was what amused him. I guess I had gone a little nuts in my panic.

      “How long were you in there before you called me?” Joe asked. “You know what? Never mind. Any idea who might have wanted it?”

      Just as I was about to answer, I caught a glimpse of Regina Hatterson peering out at us from her shop’s window. Regina owned The Seeing Eye across the street from my bakery. It was a psychic shop, but Regina was a fraud. She sold all kinds of knock-off “charms” and did tarot readings for some of Destiny Cove’s more gullible residents.

      “What about Regina?” I asked him. “She seems awfully interested in what we’re doing.” I pointed across the street and Regina ducked back behind her purple velvet curtain.

      “Zoe,” Joe warned.

      “Joe.” I couldn’t stifle an eye roll. I knew he wanted to tell me to slow down, and I hated that. “She’s right across the street from my shop, and that means she has the opportunity and motive. Regina has wanted my secrets for years. She offered to buy my Cookbook of Shadows, and I wouldn’t sell it. I best that’s why she stole it.”

      “Zoe, come on. Let’s not jump to hasty conclusions.”

      “Joe, she used to come over to my shop at least once a week to ask me if I’d come to my senses yet. She said my little bakery was going to fail at some point and that I’d come crawling to her for money. Sometimes she’d wait for me outside, but other times, she’d come in and do this in front of my customers.”

      “Zoe, she was being nasty but that doesn’t mean she broke in and stole it.”

      “I…” I wanted to give him more details on all the ways Regina had to be guilty, but I caught her peeking out of her curtain again. I could swear there was a wry smile on her face.

      Before I had time to think about it, I stormed across the street and pounded on her shop door. She didn’t answer at first, and I could feel my blood boil. Kitchen witches tend to have a fire streak in them, and that meant that I could get a little hotheaded.

      “I know you’re in there,” I said and pounded on the door again. “I saw you watching me, Regina Hatterson.”

      I had reason to be angry, though. At least, I thought I did. Regina had been trying to get my Cookbook of Shadows for months. She’d offered to pay me for it more than once, but I wasn’t going to sell my family’s secret recipes. No amount of money could make me part with my family’s magic. That’s why I assumed she had to have stolen it. If she was willing to take people’s money for lies, then why wouldn’t she steal to get what she wanted?

      After the third round of me pounding on the door, Regina finally answered. “What do you want?” she asked as if I was bothering her.

      “Someone broke into my shop and stole my Cookbook of Shadows. Was it you?”

      Regina’s hand flitted up to her chest and she took in a gasp filled with fake indignation and shock. “Why, I never,” she said.

      “You never what?” A couple of dried leaves skidded down the road as I waited for her response. The first harbingers of fall.

      “I just can’t believe that you would accuse me of such a thing. My people have faced accusations from the likes of you for centuries.”

      “Your people?” I asked, but as soon as the question was out of my mouth I knew what she was talking about, and I regretted letting her bait me. The scent of saltwater from the shore drifted into my senses and I held onto it in the hopes that the water energy would extinguish the fire building inside of me.

      “I am a proud Gypsy fortune teller, and you, Zoe Magnolia, are nothing but a bigot.”

      “Oh, geez,” I said and pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration. “I’m a bigot? Regina, the term Gypsy is offensive. You’re speaking of the Romani people, and there is zero evidence that you’re descended from them. You’re using their culture to fleece people for money.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Regina retorted.

      “You stole my book. You broke into my shop and took it because I wouldn’t sell it to you,” I said.

      “You’re lying.”

      By then, a small crowd had gathered. The people going to work, my first customers of the day, were starting to trickle out. People seeking out coffee and pastries for breakfast had stumbled upon an altercation instead. And of course, I had to say something I’d regret.

      “You better bring my book back, Regina Hatterson, or you’ll regret it.”
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      I never opened the store after I found the broken window. Joe took fingerprint dustings, but it wouldn’t do any good. There were too many people in and out of my store on a daily basis. But he’d said it was procedure.

      After I cleaned up the glass, Joe helped me nail a board over the window and I went home. My mom worked at the shop with me, and she’d already shown up for her shift and used magic to clean the kitchen. I’d missed my opportunity to bake for the day because I got most of my business in the early morning.

      If I’d taken the time to bake and open the shop, I’d have ended up giving most of what I made away to Buzz at the store next door. He and his employees happily accepted my leftover goodies at the end of the day when I closed the bakery.

      My day had been a wash, but I hoped that the next would bring better fortune. I needed it to be better. The broken window was still boarded up. I didn’t have the money to hire someone to repair it, and some things magic just didn’t cover.

      I could use my magic to clean or even make the pieces of glass fly around in a swirling vortex of stabby fun, but I could not put it back together. I needed to purchase a new window and have someone who knew what they were doing install it. I made a mental note to practice more than kitchen magic in the future. There were witches out there who could have snapped their fingers and made the window whole again, but I wasn’t one of them. Yet. I was born with the potential for greatness, like all witches were, but I’d preferred making people happy with cake.

      Fall would be a good time for me to explore the possibilities that came with expanding my horizons. Winter was a time for rest and rejuvenation, but fall was a time for harvesting the fruits of your labor.

      The town’s Autumn Equinox festival was only a few weeks away. I had a booth there every year, and I made a quarter of my yearly profits at the festival alone. I needed the money, and fortunately, while I had been frantically searching for my Cookbook of Shadows, I hadn’t destroyed all of my supply. I’d also made a few of my most popular recipes so many times that I had them memorized, so I could do my baking and open my shop without the book.

      I took a deep breath and unlocked the front door. It had been open the day before, but thankfully the burglar hadn’t damaged it too much. I could still lock it. That didn’t mean that I didn’t have to plant one foot against the frame and yank while jiggling at the same time to get the door open.

      That I could do something about. I should have the day before, but I’d been too frazzled to think about it. It was enough for me that it locked at all. But I’d planned on having customers that day, and I couldn’t very well expect them to jiggle-tug the door open all day.

      I ran my hand down the side of the bent frame and willed it straight. I did the same with the side of the door, and as I’d expected, the wood yielded to my will. I was just lucky that it wasn’t metal. I could have fixed it, but I would have had a headache all morning. Once the door opened and closed to my satisfaction, it was time to go in.

      As soon as I stepped through the front doors, something smelled off. My heart sank because I assumed that one of my refrigerators had stopped working overnight and the food stored in it had spoiled. That was the last thing I needed. My bank account couldn’t handle a broken window and it certainly couldn’t handle having to purchase all of my cold supplies again. I cursed myself for not buying alarms for the outlets.

      The man who sold me my business insurance policy had suggested the ones that would email you if the sockets tripped. I ignored him. Possibly to my own peril.

      As I walked past the pastry case and register to inspect the kitchen, I noticed a big pile of clothes lying on the floor behind the counter. It seemed strange that my mother would leave a pile of laundry in my shop. She wasn’t the type to leave laundry sitting in a basket let alone lying on the floor. It was a split second later that I realized it wasn’t a pile of clothes. It was Regina Hatterson.

      Thinking on my feet, I cast a quick protection spell over myself.

      Shield me goddess

      Keep me safe

      Protect me from those who intend me harm

      Turn my wish into a powerful charm

      At first, I didn’t believe she was really dead. I had to decide if I should run from the store or check her pulse. Could it be some sort of trick because I’d threatened her the day before? Why was she in my shop and how did she get in? My imagination ran wild and I envisioned her springing up as I got near and… Well, I didn’t know what she would do. It seemed a strange way to ambush someone.

      I stood for a moment studying her. She looked like she could be sleeping or pretending to sleep. Her face was peaceful and looked unbothered. Her clothes were rumpled, but nothing around us looked as though there’d been a struggle. Nothing new was broken or out of place. She was just there. Laid out on the floor of my bakery. I pinched the bridge of my nose as I tried to summon the courage to check her pulse. If Regina was still alive, she might need medical attention. If she was dead, I had a problem.

      After kneeling down, I pressed two of my fingers to her neck to check for a pulse. Not only was there nothing there, but Regina was cold. She was dead. There was no way that she could fake that, and it would take a witch far more powerful than any I’d ever met to cast an illusion spell good enough to produce such a convincing effect.

      Still, I had to try. I ran into the kitchen and grabbed a white sage smudge stick and a sprig of lavender. I kept emergency magical supplies in a box on the counter. My thumb found the wheel of the lighter, and I ignited the sage. After throwing the lavender on Regina, I uttered a short spell and hoped I could reveal what I wanted to be the truth.

      Reveal to me that which does deceive.

      I chanted the line three times as I waved the sage smoke over Regina. Nothing happened. I had a dead charlatan “psychic” on my bakery floor. One who I’d threatened the prior morning.

      For the second day in a row, I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Joe. “Don’t tell me someone broke in again,” he said as soon as he picked up. “Are you sure the board didn’t just fall down? We might not have nailed it up well enough.”

      “Joe, Regina is dead. She’s dead and she’s in my shop.”

      “Don’t touch anything. I’ll be right there,” he said and hung up.

      I looked around. I’d touched how many things? I’d even touched Regina when I checked her pulse. I could feel my heart trying to thunder out of my chest as my adrenaline surged. Would that make me look guilty? Had I gotten forensic evidence on her body? I leaned over Regina and gently plucked the lavender sprig I’d thrown on her off her body.

      A shudder made me quake, and suddenly, I no longer wanted to be inside. I stepped outside into the first light of dawn just in time to turn away my first customer of the day. That would be two days in a row, at least, that I had my shop closed. I mean, it sucked that Regina was dead and all, but how was I supposed to pay for my window? Why did the jerk have to go and die in my store? I’m sure that wasn’t going to be good for business either.

      Those were the kind of uncharitable thoughts I would soon have to learn to keep completely to myself. They were the kind of musings that I wouldn’t even tell Joe, and in a few minutes, I was about to be glad that I’d never spoken a word of disdain about Regina dying in my bakery to Joe.

      He’d raced down to meet me and immediately double-checked that Regina was dead. Spoiler alert, she was still dead. I couldn’t read the expression on his face well, but it looked a lot more like disappointment than concern. He didn’t pull me into his arms for a supportive hug that morning.

      There was no outward sign of what had killed her. “We’re going to have to turn your shop into a crime scene,” Joe said after looking over the body. “I’m going to call in Deputy Block to help me process the body and evidence.”

      Deputy Neil Block took a little longer than Joe to get to my shop, but not much. While he was inside collecting evidence, Joe stayed outside with me. He wasn’t there for comfort, though. He was there to question me. Something had shifted between us. His aura was usually warm and sweet around me, but it had become darker and cold. I tried to reason that it was simply because he had to deal with a murder, but I was in denial about the fact that it could have been a shift in the tide of our friendship.

      “Did you see anyone coming or going?” Joe asked.

      “No. There was no one here but her when I arrived. I didn’t even know she was in there at first. I thought the smell was because my refrigerator or cooler had gone out.”

      “Did you move anything or disturb the body in any way?”

      “No,” I said. “I mean, I checked her for a pulse.” I sighed. “I threw a sprig of lavender on her in case it was an illusion spell. Do you think that’s going to make me look like I did it?”

      “Did you do it?” he asked and pulled an evidence bag out of his jacket pocket. “I’m going to need that lavender.”

      For a second, I almost laughed. Then Joe’s eyes met mine and I realized he was completely serious. “Joe. No. Of course not. How would I? Why?” I said and dropped the sprig into the bag.

      “Zoe, it’s going to be better for you in the long run if you just level with me right now,” he said and took a deep breath. “Did you use sorcery to kill Regina?”

      “Joe,” I whispered. The shock of him asking me that was overwhelming. The cold, detached look in his eyes was almost enough to bring me to tears. I had to remind myself that he was doing his job. He had to be detached. “You know I would never do anything like that. It was just lavender. You can’t kill someone with lavender. It’s for protection from evil.”

      “You threatened her yesterday, Zoe. You told her right in front of me and a crowd of people that if she didn’t give the book back, she’d regret it,” Joe said and wrote something down in his notebook. “You also tampered with the crime scene.”

      “I didn’t know that it was a crime scene at the time. I still thought she might be about to attack me.”

      “I don’t know that anyone is going to believe that, Zoe. You had a very public beef with the victim.”

      “I know that Regina stole my book, Joe, but I wouldn’t kill her to get it back. I’m hurt that you would even consider me capable of murder. You know me better than that.”

      “I hope that I know you better than that,” he said with a sigh. “Can you think of anyone else that might have had a reason to kill Regina? Your shop is across the street from hers. Have you seen anyone acting suspicious around her? Has Regina gotten into any other altercations lately?”

      The way he said other stung a little, but I fought back the urge to argue with him. My sadness had begun to morph into annoyance, but I knew better than to let my temper get to me. People were going to judge me based on how I acted right at that moment. If I came unhinged with Joe, they’d start to whisper that I was totally guilty.

      “Anyone who has ever gone into The Seeing Eye could have reason to kill her, Joe. She’s been stealing money from gullible and desperate people for years. Maybe one of her customers finally realized how bad they had been fleeced and snapped.”

      “You can’t go back into the bakery until Neil is done with it. I’ll be in touch if I have any more questions,” he said coldly and then just walked away.

      I stood there with my arms wrapped around my body. My stomach was in knots. I couldn’t believe that there was a dead person in my bakery, and I was hurt by the way Joe had questioned my integrity. By his curt manner when he walked off, I got the sense that he didn’t really believe me either.

      How was I supposed to deal with that?
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      When Deputy Block was done, I left for my mother’s house. The day was the warmest of the week, and I could feel the humidity hanging in the air already. Summer wasn’t ready to give up the ghost just yet. I’d say that walking outside was akin to walking into an armpit, but that would be a bit crass

      There had been a chill in the air the day before, but that’s how it went this time of year. It was tumultuous as the seasons changed. I needed a trip to the beach to let the saltwater cleanse my spirit, but first I needed to get to my mother. I imagined that she’d have a fit if she showed up at the bakery and witnessed the chaos inside.

      The broken window was bad enough, but if she saw the mess, she’d get arrested. They could tell mom all they wanted that she had to wait until they were done to start cleaning. Deputy Block would have to put her in handcuffs to keep her out.

      She didn’t help me with the baking most days, that was my thing, so mom usually arrived at the bakery a couple of hours after me. I hoped that I could catch her before she left her house for the shop. I didn’t want her to walk in before the funeral home got there. She didn’t need to see Regina laid out by the pastry display. The mess was enough. A dead body right by the pastry display would make her head explode.

      I knocked on the door, and my mother called to come in. I thought it was strange that she didn’t come to the door, but I was happy that she was still there.

      When I walked into her living room, vacuum cleaner parts were strewn all over the floor and my mother was mumbling curses under her breath. There were hoses and brushes in a radius around the vacuum as if it had detonated. Her gray hair was swept up into a tidy bun that sat perfectly centered at the back of her head. Despite the fact that she was cleaning, mother wore a pair of pressed navy slacks and a pink floral blouse. She’d covered her clothing with a white lace apron, but her feet were bare. I almost forgot to remove my shoes and kicked them off before taking another step into the room.

      “Mom, what are you doing?”

      “This dang thing will not work,” she said. “I wish our magic was good for mechanical stuff, Zoe. Why can’t it work on vacuum cleaners?”

      “Or broken windows for that matter,” I added, though the broken window was the least of my worries at that moment.

      “The news report this morning said that the extra humidity in the air today would cause mold growth. I’m sorry I’m running late, dear, but I cannot leave this house until I’ve vacuumed it from top to bottom. There have to be millions of microscopic spores in this carpet just waiting to unleash their wrath on me,” she said as if she hadn’t heard a word I’d said. “I really need to get rid of the carpet and get hardwood through the whole house. That would be far more sanitary.”

      At that point, I didn’t even know if would do any good to tell her about Regina. She was hyper-focused on getting her house vacuumed, and I was almost certain she wouldn’t pay attention to anything I’d said until she’d vacuumed. I decided it would be far better for me to help her first. We’d deal with the mold and then I’d break the news. She couldn’t go to the bakery and clean until Joe released the scene anyway, so it seemed cruel to tell mom about it when she couldn’t do anything.

      “Let me help you with that, mom,” I said and knelt down next to the wayward sweeper. I surveyed the parts and took a closer look at the inner workings of the sweeper. I wasn’t super mechanically inclined, but I was good with vacuums for some reason.

      A few adjustments and a paperclip removal was all it took. She smiled at me as if the sun rose and set on my behind when I got the thing working, and I was glad that I could help. At least I’d managed to do something positive that day. Her adoration would fade, though, when she found out about the corpse in my store.

      “Thank you,” she said and clapped her hands together excitedly.

      “Where’s the spare? This will go much faster if I help,” I said.

      You’d probably wonder why she didn’t just use the spare when her favorite vacuum broke down, and that would’ve been a reasonable question. Mom was particular about her cleaning in a way that’s hard to put to words. Her spare had been her favorite at one time, but as soon as a new, more powerful model got released, the old one was relegated to “emergency use only”.

      “That would be lovely, dear,” she said. “It’s in the upstairs hall closet. You know which rooms are okay to use it? I wouldn’t want to waste your time. You know I’ll have to do it all again if you use it in the wrong places.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom. I wouldn’t forget. I know it’s important to you.”

      “I could only wish it was as important to you,” she said and started the sweeper without giving me a chance to respond.

      There were only certain rooms where it was acceptable to use the spare vacuum. Rooms like her bedroom and the formal living room were off limits for the vacuum that was no longer “the best.” I personally thought it was ridiculous, but it was better to just go along with her quirks than to fight them. Besides, it was her house. I’d offered to help, so I was going to do just that.

      She didn’t mind if I used the spare in the two unused bedrooms, so I vacuumed around the tidy stacks of plastic totes. Then, I took the hose off and got between the stacks with that narrow tool thingy as best I could. To finish the job off properly, I swapped out the brush tool and sucked up whatever dust had settled on the top tote of each stack.

      Next was the guest bathroom. I flipped the dial to the hard floor setting and make quick work of the small room.

      When I was done running the sweeper in the acceptable rooms, I put the vacuum away and headed downstairs. It was time to tell her about Regina. There could be no more stalling on either of our parts.

      “Hey, thanks for the help, Zoe,” Mom said. “But why aren’t you at the bakery? I thought you could still open even with the window boarded up. Speaking of the window, when will you have the money to fix it? It’s such an eyesore in your beautiful bakery, dear. And think of all of the dust getting in. Ugh. It’s just so awful,” she said and her hands flitted up to her neck nervously.

      “Mom, I’ve got something to tell you,” I said. “You better sit down.” I could already tell that she was going to take the news terribly.

      “What is it?” she asked in that tell me this instant young lady voice that only a mother can pull off.

      Mom didn’t know what I was about to tell her, but she could see that it was something I didn’t want her to know. I didn’t know if it was clairvoyance or she could just read her daughter as easily as a children’s book. That’s how I felt in that moment. It was like being a kid who broke the cookie jar, but I hadn’t done anything wrong. I just didn’t want to upset my mama.

      “Don’t you want to sit?”

      “Spill it, Zoe Magnolia,” she said and put her hands on her hips. “You’re going to give me a heart attack with all this suspense.”

      “Okay. Okay,” I said and put my hands up in surrender. “Regina Hatterson was found dead in my bakery this morning. I can’t go back into my shop until they come get her out.”

      “Oh, my goddess,” my mom yelled, and I swear her face turned three hundred shades of red at once. “You mean there’s a dead body… in your bakery?”

      “Yeah, but they should come get her soon,” I said quietly.

      “Your whole store is going to be contaminated with death, Zoe. And goodness knows what else. So many germs, and oh, gawd, bugs. If she’s there for too long… I… ” Her hands flew up in the air, and I swear she looked like her entire body was about to become unhinged from itself. “You’re never going to be able to sell cupcakes from there again. I think I’m going to be sick,” she said and went from tomato red to a little green around the edges.

      “Mom, sit down,” I said. “You’ve got to calm down. It’s not like anyone is going to want to buy cupcakes from me again after they find out that Regina Hatterson died in my shop. I mean, maybe they will eventually. People really like cupcakes and have very short memories. Her customers aren’t going to be too happy, though.”

      “No one is going to care that Regina is dead, Zoe,” my mother said as she tried to calm her breathing. “They’re going to care that there was a dead body in your bakery, but no one is going to shed any tears over Regina. Maybe with her gone the thrall she had over those poor people will dissipate. I never understood how so many people fell for her bull stick.”

      Well, at least we agreed about that.

      “The deputy is done with collecting evidence,” I said. “Once they come get the body, we can go clean the store. No one will get it as clean as you.” I hoped that flattery would put her in a better mood. If she got into a better mood, then I could get into a better mood. Everyone could be in a better mood.

      “You’re right,” my mom said with an eerie calm. “People know I clean there for you. No one will doubt that it’s safe to eat there again once I’m through.”

      “See, it’s going to be okay.” I was saying it more to myself than her. No matter how clean we got it, my shop would always be the dead body bakery. I could almost hear children in the streets chanting about it.

      “Zoe.”

      “Yeah, mom?”

      “Did you do it?”

      “Mom! Of course I didn’t do it. I can’t believe you’d even ask me that.”

      “Well, you know… I mean… It’s not exactly like you two got along. You’d been at each other’s throats for as long as I can remember. It didn’t help that you put your bakery in the shop right across from her store.”

      “First of all, it was the only vacant store I could afford that had the right zoning and structure for a bakery. Second, I thought her fake psychic shop would fold inside of a month. Three tops. I had no idea she’d keep going until the day she died.”

      “That’s not funny,” Mom said, but she was stifling a chuckle. I just knew it.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I’m being uncharitable. I shouldn’t make jokes at the expense of dead fake psychics who had the audacity to die in my bakery.”

      “You sure you didn’t do it?”

      “MOM!”

      “I’m sorry, dear. I won’t ask again. But, I’m your mother, and if you did murder that wretched woman, you can always tell me.”

      I just shook my head and turned around. We put the rest of her cleaning supplies away and headed into the kitchen. Mom made tea while I whipped up a batch of sugar cookies. I could tell she wanted to say something, but I was glad she didn’t.

      Thank to my magic, the cookies only took a few minutes. By the time the tea was done, we had fresh baked goodies to go with it. We sat quietly for a few minutes, but it was obvious mom was busting at the seams.

      “Zoe.”

      “If you’re going to ask me if I’m sure I didn’t do it, please don’t.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll just ask for another cookie. They are really good.”

      “Thanks, mom.”

      “Are you going to clean up the counter?”

      “Of course.”

      First Joe thought I might have killed Regina and then my mom too? Why did everyone close to me think I was capable of murder? I mean, I had a fiery temper sometimes, but I wasn’t a murderer. The worst part was that if my mom and Joe thought it was possible I’d eighty-sixed Regina, what would the rest of Destiny Cove think when they found out she died in my shop?
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      My phone rang a few minutes later, and it was Joe. I wasn’t quite sure how to feel after our last exchange. He was supposed to be my best friend, but he’d wounded me a lot with his callous accusation. Never in a million years would I have said something like that to him. At least, that’s what I believed. If a dead body turned up in the trunk of his car and there were no other suspects, would I absolutely believe there was no way he’d done it? Did he have the right to be suspicious even though we had a history together? I told myself that everything would be all right and swiped the screen to answer.

      “You can go back and clean up the bakery now,” he said. “Regina’s body is gone.”

      “Thank you,” I said, but he’d already hung up the phone. That was rude, but I tried to see it from his point of view. Maybe he just needed some time to realize he was being a jerk. Perhaps he’d apologize for doubting me later. I hoped so. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing him. Well, I couldn’t stand the thought of losing my friend Joe. This new nothing-but-business version of Joe concerned me.

      “We can go clean the store now,” I said. “Regina’s body is gone.”

      “Let me get my things,” she said with a twinkle of enthusiasm in her eye. My mother hated germs and messes, but I could still tell that the prospect of a big job got her a bit excited. She did love to clean.

      Mom gathered her strongest cleaning products from her closet and gently tucked them into two buckets. Not only were they the strongest cleaning products you could legally buy, but I suspected that she boosted them magically. I put my magic in cupcakes and she put hers into cleaning supplies.

      While she did that, I gathered her brooms, mops, rags, and sponges. I’d have to carry those. I wasn’t looking forward to lugging most of that stuff in the heat.

      “Mom, can’t we just use the stuff you have stored at the bakery?”

      She eyed me through narrowed lids. “Do you really think that cleaning up after a dead body with regular cleaning supplies is acceptable?”

      “If I say yes, are you going to disown me?”

      She scoffed.

      “I mean, we have bleach at the shop. What do you need that bleach won’t handle?” I asked.

      “This is why it’s a good thing you have me,” she said and picked up the buckets. “Let’s do this thing.”

      The walk back to the bakery was miserable. I had to wrangle all of the cleaning stuff that didn’t fit in her two buckets. The sun was much higher in the sky, and I wondered when Mother Nature would bless us with some sustained autumn weather. If I thought that it felt like an armpit outside a couple of hours before, now it felt like being shoved right up a sweaty… Never mind.

      “Don’t even think about it,” my mother said all of a sudden.

      “What?”

      “You were about to think about doing a weather spell.”

      “I was?”

      “You were.”

      “I don’t know about that, but even if I was, what’s the harm?”

      “It’s only two more blocks,” she said.

      “I feel like I’m melting.”

      “Whatever you do comes back to you times three.”

      “I know that, Mom.”

      “So, if you cool the weather down today, in three months we’ll have snow up to our eyeballs.”

      “You’re being dramatic,” I said.

      “Am I?”

      “Fine, but can we stop for an iced coffee on the way?”

      “Zoe Magnolia, there was a dead body in your bakery. We most certainly cannot stop for an iced coffee. You’ve got tea and soda in your cooler at the shop. You can wait five more minutes.”

      “I’ve got milk in the cooler too. I’m surprised you didn’t suggest I have some nice healthy low-fat milk, maaaahhhm.” I dragged the last word out to ensure she picked up on the fact that she was being a smother.

      “I wouldn’t recommend that in this heat, dear,” she said without missing a beat.

      I turned and stuck my tongue out at her, but she wasn’t looking. It was probably better that way.

      Fortunately, the complaining had the opposite effect of what you’d expect. We arrived at the bakery in a much shorter time than I’d expected. If I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect that mom had done a little time magic to reduce the stretch she had to listen to me complain.

      I was relieved when we walked into the bakery. Thankfully, most of the smell was gone with Regina’s remains. I’d heard that the stench of death could creep into things and you’d never get it out, but they’d taken the body before that happened. That was one positive. It was probably the only positive other than I had a master cleaner with me to get the bakery back into tip-top shape.

      The negative was that the place was wrecked. It was far worse than when I’d gone into a panic over losing my book. The deputy had turned the place upside down looking for evidence.

      Joe hadn’t used nearly as much black fingerprint powder when investigating the burglary as they’d used for the murder scene. In some places it looked more like the deputy had thrown handfuls of it at the wall rather than dusted for prints.

      There were wet spots everywhere, and I could only assume it was where they’d used luminol looking for blood traces. Did that stuff stain? I had no idea.

      All of the drawers were open. Most of them had at the very least been rifled through and were a mess. Others had been turned over and dumped out completely. My nice, orderly pantry was ransacked. Nothing was in the right place anymore. I wasn’t a clean freak like my mother, but when I was baking, I wanted to know where my ingredients were. I was going to have to reorganize everything.

      “Oh, my god, that smell,” my mother said as she dropped her buckets of favorite cleaning supplies. “This is going to be rough.”

      “It was much worse earlier,” I offered.

      “I can’t even, Zoe. I just can’t.”

      “We can do this, mom,” I said and then she shrieked.

      I about jumped out of my skin thinking there was another dead body that I’d missed, and then I heard the clicking of tiny nails scampering across the counter. Ginger had decided to make an appearance just as my mother was getting herself worked up into a froth about the mess in the bakery.

      As if the black fingerprint powder everywhere and the overturned drawers in the kitchen weren’t enough. Ginger would throw my mother into a conniption fit, and my little familiar knew it.

      “Oh my goddess, Zoe,” she whisper-yelled. “I thought you weren’t going to let that rat in your store anymore.”

      “Ginger is a guinea pig, mom. And you said I shouldn’t let her in here. I never agreed.”

      “She’s a rodent, Zoe. She carries who knows how many diseases. And she’s on the counter. She’s going to give your customers the plague.”

      “No, she’s not mom. She doesn’t have any diseases and she’s my familiar.”

      Ginger, of course, was amused by the exchange. She pranced around the counter and then wiggled her little fuzzy butt at my mom before plopping down on the counter. As my mother’s breathing quickened with anxiety, Ginger rolled around and kicked her legs in the air.

      My familiar stopped rolling around and hung her head off the counter so she could look at my mother upside down. “Regina is the only disease that ever walked into this store, Willow,” Ginger said to mom before resuming her rolling and kicking. “She was the worst person in town. You’re lucky she’s dead.”

      “Ginger,” I chided. “You shouldn’t talk about her like that.”

      “What? Don’t pretend like you’re sad for her. She doesn’t deserve it.”

      “I’m not sad for her,” I corrected. “But I’d never wish anyone dead. That’s just asking for bad karma.”

      “That lady is the one who had a lot of bad karma,” Ginger said.

      “She was a charlatan psychic who tricked people into giving her their life savings. This town has so many retired folks. I can’t even imagine how many people she hurt. It’s a repugnant scheme. The town is better off without her, but that doesn’t mean I wished her dead.”

      “Everyone is going to assume you killed her with magic,” my mom called from the kitchen where she’d wandered off to clean and get away from Ginger.

      “I can’t afford that kind of reputation right now. The Mabon Festival is just a few weeks away. I need the money I make at that festival,” I said. “I’ve got to find a way to prove that I had nothing to do with her death. I need my Cookbook of Shadows back too. I hate that it’s out there.”

      “Let Sheriff Joe handle things, Zoe.” my mom said as she walked from the kitchen out to the dining area to retrieve something from her supplies. “Have they even confirmed that she was murdered? Perhaps she just dropped dead. I’m sure stranger things have happened.”

      “I wish that were true,” I said. “But I doubt it. My intuition says she was murdered. One way or another, someone out there killed her, and if I want to clear my reputation before Mabon and the Autumn Festival, I’m going to have to find them.”
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      It took a few hours for my mom to be satisfied that the stench of death was gone from my shop. She scrubbed the place from top to bottom and then did it all over again. I helped as much as I could, but for the most part, that meant staying out of the way.

      The work would have been physically exhausting if we were mere mortals, but the witch thing helped considerably. My mother could use a little magic power to make the mops and sponges dance a cleanly dance instead of old-fashioned elbow grease.

      It’s one of the reasons I had to stay out of the way. Her work was like conducting a symphony, and when she got into the groove, not much could pull her attention away. Stepping into the fray would have meant possibly taking a broom to the backside or a wet sponge to the face.

      I kept myself busy reorganizing the pantry. If I were to be honest, it needed it. There were some things in there that had been expired for a while. A box of petrified raisins shoved to the back of the bottom shelf was particularly embarrassing and probably would have raised the alarm with the health inspector. They were in a sealed container and no danger to the rest of the food, but that didn’t make them any less cringeworthy. Until that moment, I had no idea that raisins could turn into rocks. You learn something new every day.

      When my mom was done with the kitchen and had moved out to the dining area to tackle the fingerprint powder, luminol splotches, and scent o’ death, I spent my time putting my kitchen drawers back together. You’d think it would have been a perfect job for Ginger to help me with, but all she did was nap… right on the edge of the counter by the door to the kitchen… so my mom caught a glimpse of her every time she walked by…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once the place was spotless, I locked the bakery up and went home. Mom went back to her place to continue to fight the good fight against spores. There wasn’t any rain yet, but the sky had grown hazy and I could swear I heard a rumble of thunder somewhere off in the distance.

      I wanted to know if Joe had any updates on what happened to Regina. I had hoped that he’d say she hadn’t been murdered and I’d have been off the hook. And, if she had been murdered, I wanted to know how.

      Before I called, I decided to make some tea and heat up a couple of country biscuits I had in the breadbox on the counter. Tea and biscuits with butter and honey sounded like a good way to relax after the day I’d had. And goddess knew I could use a little relaxing.

      Once my tea had steeped and my biscuits were buttered, I settled into my favorite chair. Seconds later, Ginger was on the table next to my plate staring at it covetously. She did that little guinea pig thing where her nose twitched. It was supposed to be adorable, but I wasn’t falling for it.

      “Ginger,” I warned.

      “What?” she turned to me and asked innocently.

      “You’re thinking of stealing my snack.”

      “I’m not,” she said. “And I’m offended.”

      “Would you like some of the biscuit?” I asked.

      “I mean, I am a bit puckish,” Ginger said. “But I’d prefer an apple or perhaps a tasty carrot.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “That would be a much better choice for you than bread.”

      “Would probably be a better choice for you too.” I could have sworn I heard her mumble.

      “What’s that?”

      “Oh, nothing. I was just wondering if we have carrots. I’d prefer that to an apple.”

      I got up and fetched a carrot from the vegetable drawer in the kitchen. When I turned around, it almost appeared that I’d barely missed catching Ginger in the act of snatching a bit of biscuit, but I ignored it.

      “Here you go,” I said and put the carrot down on the table.

      Ginger began to immediately gnaw on it happily. I ate my biscuits and drank my tea almost as happily. It had been a bad couple of days, but a good biscuit and cup of tea could make just about anything better.

      When I was done, I pulled my phone out of my purse. I dialed Joe and wondered if he’d answer while he was still working.

      He picked up after a couple of rings. “Hello, Zoe.”

      “Hi, Joe.”

      “Are you calling because you have information on the case for me?” he asked.

      “No. I mean, I wish I did. I was actually hoping you had an update for me.”

      “It’s going to take a few days for the toxicology screen, but the medical examiner did find something in their investigation. I’m actually glad you called because I wanted to ask you about it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, the medical examiner thinks that Regina might have been poisoned.” There was a hint of insinuation in his voice.

      “Why does he think that?” I wondered if Joe thought I’d fed her a poisoned cupcake.

      “Her lips showed signs of dark brown staining,” Joe said and took a deep breath. “Regina also had inflamed mucous membranes and the coroner said it was as if she’d been burned from the inside out.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      “Do you know any spells for burning someone from the inside out?”

      So, they thought I’d used magic to kill her instead of just poisoning her the old-fashioned way. That figured.

      “I don’t,” I said. “Joe, you know me better than that.”

      I swear I heard him sigh. “I have to investigate this case objectively, Zoe. I can’t let my personal feelings get in the way of my work. I hope you understand that,” he said very clinically, but I got it. “Do you know if a spell like that exists at all?”

      “I don’t know of one personally, but that doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist. I’ll have to consult my grimoire and see what it will reveal to me.”

      “I would appreciate that,” Joe said.

      “Can I ask you something? Why do you assume her death was magic related? Why couldn’t it have just been regular poison?”

      “I live in a town full of witches. I can’t discount that Regina’s death could have been related to magic.”

      I didn’t say anything, but it made me sad that Joe was so paranoid about witches and magic. Like he said, he lived in a town full of witches. You’d have thought he would be a little more open-minded about the whole thing.

      It was unfortunate that Joe had such a suspicious opinion of witches. I’d considered dating him on many occasions. I was fairly certain that he’d had the same considerations about me, but he couldn’t get past his apprehension around witches.

      When Joe lightened up, he was really attractive. Physically, he was always quite appealing with his broad shoulders and piercing green eyes. Joe’s hair was thick, wavy, and it had a hint of auburn when the sun hit it just right. I’d often thought of how nice it would be to run my hands through his locks, but he’d probably never let me do that. He’d assume I was trying to cast a spell on him or something. Not that I hadn’t considered a love spell before, but I didn’t want to find a husband that way. If Joe would ever love me, I wanted it to happen on its own.

      So despite our mutual attraction, I doubted it would ever work between us. “Best friends” was the best we could be. I hated the way my heart ached a little every time I had to admit that to myself.

      “Zoe? Are you still there?”

      “Oh, sorry. I was just lost in thought,” I said. “Do you have any idea what kind of poison might have been used?”

      “We won’t know that until we get the tox screen back,” he said “And if it was magical in nature, the tox screen isn’t going to help.”

      The word “tox” tripped something in my mind. I knew someone in town who had a great deal of experience with toxic things. Or at least I thought I did. I’d heard quite a few rumors over the years the Esmeralda Bodeswell, who happened to be Regina’s protégé and assistant at The Seeing Eye, had a poisoner’s garden in her back yard.

      It was nothing more than rumors to me as I had never seen it myself, but I’d heard about it enough times that it had to be true. I wondered if I should mention it to Joe.

      On one hand, it was a solid lead in the case considering he believed that Regina had been poisoned. On the other, there was still the possibility that it was just a persistent and popular rumor. If it turned out to be nothing more than a story, would it make me look more guilty? I didn’t want Joe to think I was making up leads to take the spotlight off myself, and I didn’t want to send Joe on a wild goose chase. But I also knew that I would feel horrible if I withheld the information. What if Esmeralda had done it, and I said nothing?

      “Zoe?” Joe asked quietly. It was the first time all day that I heard even a hint of tenderness in his voice.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I got lost in thought and I wasn’t sure if I should bring up something.”

      “What is it?” The slight edge returned to his voice.

      “Regina’s assistant, Esmeralda Bodeswell, possibly has a poisoner’s garden in her back yard.”

      “A poisoner’s garden?”

      “Yeah, people usually grow things like belladonna nightshade, henbane, and mandrake.”

      “You’ve seen this garden?”

      “Well, no. She keeps her backyard gate locked tight. I’ve heard plenty of rumors, though. Children who’ve climbed her fence have seen it and few people have been there at just the right time when she opened her gate for one reason or another. I heard that one of those kids got sick just from climbing the fence and standing too close to the plants.”

      “Those are just rumors, Zoe.” Any good humor had drained from his voice.

      “But, it could be true. It’s awfully convenient that Regina was probably poisoned and someone so close to her is growing poison plants.”

      “That’s true,” he relented. “I’ll look into it, but in the meantime, you need to stay out of this investigation. For now, you’re still a suspect.”

      “I understand,” I said, but I didn’t really. I decided to move on for the time being. Joe and I could work things out once my name was cleared. “Did you find my Cookbook of Shadows yet?”

      “I did not,” he said. “I’ll call you later.”
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      The next morning, I decided that as long as there weren’t any dead bodies in the bakery, and no one had burned it down in the middle of the night, I’d open for the day. Despite everything that had happened over the last couple of days, I had regular customers who I was most likely disappointing. Plus, I missed baking. Using my magic to clean up after personal disasters wasn’t nearly as satisfying as using it to create delicious culinary masterpieces. Or, like, really good cupcakes.

      I got to the shop long before the sun came up. The stress had made it a little harder for me to sleep at night, and I’d found myself having to add a little extra something to my coffee that morning. But, once I was in my clean kitchen ready to bake, the stress of the recent events melted away like warm ganache over a slice of chocolate cherry ice cream pie.

      It turned out that little extra something was my inspiration for the daily special. Caramel Celebration cupcakes were one of my favorite flavors, and they used a touch of magic in the batter to give the customer a boost of that elated feeling you had on your birthday or after finding out you got the big promotion. I’d used the magic that morning to boost me out of a stress- and insomnia-fueled funk, but to my customers, it would just be a little burst of happy in their day. And that’s all I really wanted. Making my customers happy was the most important part of my kitchen magical practice.

      Many bakers had to start work at three in the morning or earlier to get all of their day’s baking done in time, but I only needed a couple of hours before opening the shop thanks to my fire magic nature. Just about the time that my baking was done, and it was time to unlock the doors for my customers, I got a text message from my mom.

      Not coming in today. Too sick.

      My mother being too sick to clean was a rare event, and it made me panic a little. I called her right away. The phone rang for a while before she answered, and I felt my heartrate increase.

      “Hello, Zoe,” she said and sniffled. “Sorry about calling in sick.”

      “What’s wrong, mom? Do you need to see a doctor?”

      “I might. I think I’m coming down with histoplasmosis.”

      “What?” I found myself suddenly skeptical. Skeptical was better than completely terrified that my mom was sick, though.

      “I’ve been sneezing all morning, Zoe. I don’t think it’s a cold. If it’s not a cold then it’s probably the start of histoplasmosis.”

      “What is that?” I asked. “Is that like a new form of flu or something?”

      “It’s a fungal disease that’s spread by bats or bird droppings,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “I’ve never even seen a bat in Destiny Cove, mom. I mean, we could have them in the forest, but how often do you go into the forest?”

      “Fine, it’s the birds. I probably got it from the birds.”

      “Have you been spending a lot of time around birds, mom?”

      “No, but the weather has been perfect for growing spores. I can’t imagine that it would be too hard for there to be histoplasmosis spores everywhere. There are so many birds in the trees in this neighborhood. Are you sure you’ve never seen any bats? It seems weird that there wouldn’t be any bats.”

      “Why, because there are witches? This is Destiny Cove, mom. It’s not a Halloween store.”

      “I could be really sick or even dying and you’re making fun of me.”

      “I’m not making fun of you. I just don’t think you have histoplasmosis. It’s probably just a cold or your seasonal allergies coming on. It is about that time of year.”

      “You’re not a doctor.”

      “Okay, mom,” I said, not sure what to think or how to deal with this new personality quirk. She’d always been some what of a germaphobe, but I’d never seen it manifest into full-blown hypochondria. “Let me know if you go to the doctor.”

      “I will,” she said. “I think for now I’m just going to take a nap.”

      “Good idea. Maybe have some chamomile tea too,” I said. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      After I got off the phone with her, I set a few quartz crystals around the shop and burned some sage. Once the cleansing portion of the ritual was done, I put black tourmaline and juniper berries in the corners of the store for protection.

      I figured with a break-in, a murder, and the people closest to me acting a bit off, I needed to get rid of any lingering negative energy and protect myself from whatever weirdness was in the air in Destiny Cove.

      By the time I was done with all of that, the cupcakes were all cooled and ready for frosting. You had to get just the right amount of icing on each cupcake. Too much and it was overpowering, but if there wasn’t enough, some people would complain.

      I also had a portion of one of my cases dedicated to “just a smear” cupcakes. Those were for the people who didn’t really like frosting. It gave them a hint of the flavor and I didn’t have to watch in horror as they sat in the dining room and scraped most of the frosting off their purchase. They weren’t the prettiest cupcakes in my cases, but I did attempt to make the smear neat and artistic.

      It was hard for me to comprehend that there were people out there who didn’t like frosting, but I had come to peace with that knowledge. The frosted cupcakes went into the cases with a hand-written card denoting each flavor.

      With the rituals done and my baked goods ready for purchase, I put out the open sign and unlocked the doors. My first customers of the day were Bethany and Thomas McGrath. They were a newly retired couple that had moved to Destiny Cove within the last year. They’d built a house on the outskirts of town in the one subdivision that had space for new construction.

      There weren’t a lot of new homes built in Destiny Cove, but occasionally someone would cash in by selling their overpriced house in the city. They’d build their dream home in the Miller Acres neighborhood. The McGraths were Destiny Cove’s newest residents.

      “Good morning, folks,” I said and took my place behind the counter. “What can I get for you today?”

      “We’d like a half dozen of your Caramel Celebration,” Thomas said jovially. “I’m so happy you have that flavor today. It’s one of my absolute favorites.”

      “Mine too,” I said and got a pink to-go box for the cupcakes. “Mind if I ask what you’re celebrating today? Is it your anniversary? Is it someone’s birthday?”

      “Oh, no, not that,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m celebrating that good-for-nothing witch Regina Hatterson being dead as a doornail. It’s such a relief to know she’d gone for good.”

      “Thomas,” Bethany chided softly. “That is unkind. She was still a person.”

      “What? I’m glad that no-good witch is dead,” he said as he tugged at the collar of his shirt as if he found it suddenly too hot in my store.

      “Why would you be celebrating that?” I asked in as neutral a tone as possible. I wanted to sound curious and not accusatory so that he would feel comfortable telling me why he wanted Regina dead.

      “Well, tell her, Bethy,” Thomas said to his wife. “Tell her what that swindler did to us.”

      “Since we moved to town, I’d been going to see Regina on a regular basis. I spent a lot of money on her services,” Bethany practically whispered. I could tell she was embarrassed but also relieved to have it off her chest. “My father died when I was a young girl, and I thought that Regina was helping me communicate with him. I was so happy to get messages from him from the other side that I didn’t even question it that she kept demanding more and more money for less and less information. I was so young when he died that I accepted everything she said because I didn’t know any better. I should have checked with my mother to confirm the things Regina was saying, but I just never imagined that someone would take advantage of me that way. It seemed too sinister to be possible.”

      “That awful wretch charmed my lovely wife out of thousands of dollars we couldn’t afford to lose. I was ready to come to Destiny Cove and enjoy my retirement with Bethany. We built our dream home, and even with the purchase of the house, we were looking forward to a financially stable and comfortable retirement. Now, I’m going to have to leave Bethy home alone all day in a town where she hardly knows anyone to go back to work for a few years.”

      “What did you do for work?” I asked as I finished boxing up the cupcakes.

      “I was a chemical engineer,” he said and handed me cash, exact change, for the cupcakes.

      It hit me immediately that a chemical engineer would know how to make various poisons, and Thomas McGrath had just told me what would have been his motive to kill Regina. Plus, he was happy about it. I could understand his frustration and anger, Regina had ruined many lives with her shady practices, but was it enough to make Thomas kill her? Curiosity got the better of me, and I had to ask him what kind of chemicals he’d worked with in the past. I thought that perhaps it was something that could make it appear as though a fraudster psychic had burned from the inside out.

      “A chemical engineer. That’s cool. What kind of chemicals did you work with? Did you have a specialty?”

      “I specialized in pesticides,” he said proudly. “I’m working on a new formula in my garage lab. I’m hoping I can sell it to a big company. Then, Bethy and I can have the retirement we deserve. That would be a far superior choice for me than getting a regular job.”

      “That’s interesting,” I said as I handed him his purchase. “Good luck to you both.”

      When they were gone, Ginger scampered up onto the counter. “I heard all of that,” she said. “Are you thinking that Thomas killed Regina?”

      “I think that he could have. I mean, he did work with pesticides. Those could be used as poisons, right?”

      “Yeah,” Ginger responded. “They totally could, and that guy did not like Regina one bit.”

      I’d been surprised by what Thomas had said, and I added him to my mental list of suspects. I thought that there were probably a lot of people in Destiny Cove who were happy about Regina’s passing, but I hadn’t expected anyone to be so forward about their elation. Of course, I was the one who made Caramel Celebration the daily special the day after she died. Ooops…
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      Most of the Caramel Celebration cupcakes sold out that day. No other customers brought up how happy they were that Regina was dead, but I did catch a few of them giving me the side-eye when they saw the sign that announced the daily cupcake special. It didn’t stop them from ordering the flavor, but they did judge me a little.

      Per usual, I had about a dozen various cupcakes leftover when it was closing time. After I closed up shop for the day, I made my almost daily trek over to Your Fly’s Open to ask the owner, Buzz McGrath, if he wanted the day’s leftover cupcakes for his employees. I didn’t think I should mention what his father had said to me.

      You see, Buzz was Bethany and Thomas McGrath’s son. He’d lived in Destiny Cove a lot longer than they had, and when I actually thought about it, he was probably a big part of the reason why they’d decided to move to our fair town.

      I hadn’t brought him any cupcakes for the last couple of days, but he hadn’t come by the bakery to see if I was okay. I gathered he knew about Regina’s death, but did he know how happy his father was about the murder? Did Buzz know about Regina defrauding his mother?

      Your Fly’s Open is a fishing and bait store less than a block from the bakery. Unlike my distaste for Regina, I actually liked my neighbor Buzz. We had a good rapport that was only strengthened by the free cupcakes I brought him almost daily. I didn’t like to think that what Regina had done to his mother made Buzz a suspect too, but it kinda did. I debated about whether to ask him about it but decided against it. Perhaps he didn’t know about Regina and his mother, and it wasn’t my place to tell him.

      When I walked in, Lila was working the front counter. “Is Buzz around?” I asked as soon as she was done with her customer.

      “He’s on a call in the back, but he’ll be out soon,” she said.

      “Thank you. How are you?”

      “I’m great now that you killed Regina!” Lila practically shouted.

      I was taken completely aback and had no idea what to say at first. Lila was normally so quiet and reserved. I had no idea why she would be causing a scene. The few other customers in the store turned around to glare at me. I considered whether I should defend myself or just turn around and walk out of the store. In the end, I decided to clear my name.

      “Lila, I don’t know what you heard, but I didn’t murder Regina.”

      “She was found in your bakery, right?” Lila asked, still loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Hey,” Jacob’s voice interrupted before I could say anything. He walked quickly across the store to the counter. Lila’s attention immediately turned from me to laser focus on Jacob. “You shouldn’t be talking about the dead,” he said. “It’s bad luck. If you talk about them, they can find you and curse you with your own death as revenge.”

      I’d never heard of any superstitions like that before, but Jacob was obsessed with the macabre. He’d know far more about death and necromancy than I would. Jacob even looked the part. He always dressed in all black clothes and he had a goatee that almost looked demonic. Anytime he wasn’t at work, he sported a thick coating of black eye liner and a huge upside-down pentagram necklace. I always figured he wore the Baphomet pentagram as a way to get attention. I didn’t believe that Jacob was actually into the dark arts. He was probably especially glum right then because he was hurting. Jacob was Regina’s boyfriend.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Jacob,” I said and I meant it. I wasn’t fond of Regina, but I felt bad for anyone who her passing had hurt.

      “He’s not sad,” Lila injected. “They broke up two days ago.”

      Well, that was news. I was surprised I hadn’t heard about that, but I bet Jacob had kept it a secret as best as he could given that he’d broken up with Regina so close to when she’d died.

      “Really?” I asked. Even with Jacob trying to keep the break up hush-hush, I was surprised the news hadn’t spread like wildfire.

      “Yeah, she broke up with him because she didn’t find him interesting anymore,” Lila blabbed on. “Regina was a snob who thought she was better than everyone else. What kind of person wouldn’t find Jacob interesting?” she mused.

      “We did break up,” Jacob said softly. “But I’d hoped we’d end up back together. It wouldn’t have been the first time we’d broken up and gotten back together. Regina was spirited.”

      Well, it would be the last time they broke up for sure. Buzz came out of his office moments later and waved for me to come back to his office. I set the cupcakes down on his desk, and he smiled.

      “I’ve missed these,” he said and took one right away.

      Before either of us could discuss anything, his phone rang again. He had to take the call, so I just whispered that I’d see him later and showed myself out of the office. Jacob and Lila were both with customers, so I left the store and went back to the bakery to clean up.

      My mother wasn’t coming in to do her usual cleaning, so it was up to me to get my place spic and span before I checked out for the evening.

      When I walked into the kitchen, I found Ginger face-first and practically passed out in the Blueberry Bliss cupcake that I’d set aside for myself.

      “You know, I wanted that,” I said and chuckled.

      “All this murder business is stressing me out, Zoe. I had to eat it,” she said and hiccupped so hard that her little fuzzy butt almost rolled off the counter.

      “That’s fine. I’ll just have the Raspberry Relaxation I left in the fridge,” I said. “Unless you ate that too?”

      “Nope. It’s all yours.”

      “I think Jacob Snide had a good reason to kill Regina,” I said as I took the cupcake out of the refrigerator. “He was probably sick of being used and mistreated by her.”

      “That’s definitely possible, but you’ll need more than that to make a strong case against him.”

      “Yeah. That’s true.”

      “Has Joe found your Cookbook of Shadows yet?” Ginger asked as she polished off the last bit of her cupcake. It was amazing how much cake such a little guinea pig could consume.

      “He searched Regina’s house, but he says he didn’t find it,” I replied.

      “We should break into her house later and look for it.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What could it hurt?”

      “Fine,” I said. “But first, let me get this kitchen clean.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      There were two possibilities when it came to where Regina had hidden my Cookbook of Shadows. It had to be either in her home or her shop. I didn’t think she’d risk hiding it anywhere else because someone could have found it. She would want it where she could control it.

      I had to decide where I would go first. If she’d broken into my bakery to steal the book, she’d have needed to hide it right away. That would have meant taking it back to her store. It was a very real possibility that she hadn’t had the opportunity to move the book anywhere else before she was killed.

      So, I decided to start there. I reasoned that it would be easier at that time of day to sneak into the shop because most people were at home. There would be more possibility of me being caught if I tried to break into her home. Not many folks were still hanging around by the shops.

      “You’re coming with me, right?” I asked Ginger as I changed into a black t-shirt and yoga pants. It wasn’t quite dark yet, but the sun was going down. I figured the black clothes would help me blend into the shadows. “I might need the magical backup.”

      “It was my idea. I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Ginger said. She did a little shake and her normally orange fur turned black.

      “Nice trick.”

      “It really is, if I do say so myself.”

      I picked a black bag from my closet and loaded it up with everything I thought I would need. Once it was ready, Ginger jumped in. We were ready to go.

      “Comfortable in there?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “I’ll hurry.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”
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        * * *

      

      The back side of The Seeing Eye was on a side street across from the town’s brewery. It was a small place that made craft beer. Destiny Dark Ale was a popular brew with both the locals and tourists. But, it was a small operation and the workers were only there from seven in the morning until three in the afternoon. A few were regulars at my shop, but everyone was long gone for the day.

      That meant that there was no one around to see me sneaking in the back door of Regina’s shop. Before I could open the door, I had to deal with the protection spell Regina had left behind.

      Normally, removing a dead person’s spell would be a nightmare, but Regina’s spell was weak. And, she wasn’t a natural born witch. She managed to cast feeble spells from time to time, but they came from the wrong place inside of her. So, it didn’t take much to dissipate the protection ward on the door.

      It was a shame too. Not many non-magicals could learn to cast spells. If Regina had been a genuine person with the right teacher, she would have had potential.

      But she was gone, and I had to find my Cookbook of Shadows. A little sprinkle of caraway, which is usually used to protect a person from theft but I was trying to get my belongings back so it still worked, and the right incantation opened the lock in a snap.

      We went inside and relocked the door behind us. I put the bag down so Ginger could get out, and felt around for a light switch. I found it and flipped it on. Ginger and I were in a dirty store room that would have killed my mother.

      “Willow would have a fit if she saw this place,” Ginger said. Sometimes we were on the same wavelength.

      “Yeah, it doesn’t look like anyone has pushed a broom through here in decades,” I said and stifled a sneeze.

      “Where do we start?” Ginger asked.

      “I think we should go through all of these boxes. She could have hidden it inside of one under whatever is in them.”

      “Isn’t that going to take forever?”

      “No. Watch this,” I said.

      I raised my arms and a few of the boxes floated off the shelves. I put them down in the center of the room and snapped my fingers. All of them opened.

      “You can climb in and go through one while I do this,” I said and willed the contents to float out of the box.

      “I think I like your way better,” Ginger said, and with a wiggle of her butt, the contents of another box floated out.

      We searched through all of her supplies. She had boxes and boxes of cheap candles, herbs, teas, and incense. None of it showed that she had any pride in her craft. The sad part was that I was sure most of it was fake. She was selling people herbs that were nothing more that grass clippings and dried fruit peels. Not that dried fruit peels don’t have their usage, but if you’re selling people sacred mushrooms for a hundred dollars and it’s nothing more than desiccated apple peel, you’re a charlatan of the worst kind.

      That wasn’t the only fake thing we found. Regina sold premade “ritual packs” for people who wanted to cast spells but didn’t have all of the needed materials. She had packs with spell names like “Bring Him to Me”, “Lover’s Enchantment”, and “Money Now”.

      If you set aside the fact that magic shouldn’t be used to override someone else’s will, the spells she was selling weren’t even real. Her “ritual packs” weren’t based on any genuine spells. It wasn’t ignorance either. Regina obviously knew some real magic, but all she sold was fake bull honkey. She was the worst kind of fraud who preyed on desperate people.

      The whole thing soured my mood, and unfortunately, the Cookbook of Shadows wasn’t in the storage room.

      “Let’s move on,” I said and we walked into Regina’s reading room.

      The room where Regina did her “psychic” readings was covered in gypsy-style fabrics. I was fairly certain she’d purchased it all at a Halloween theme store. None of it reflected actual Romani culture. There were gaudy bead curtains that separated the room from the lobby area.

      In the center of the room was a wood table, and in the middle of that was a large crystal ball. The ball was flanked by two sets of tarot cards. I picked up the cards in the hopes that I could get some sort of magical clue from them. I wasn’t very psychic myself, but I hoped I could get an energy reading from them.

      All I could feel was desperation. It was probably leftover from the last client who had handled the cards. My heart hurt for them.

      We’d looked everywhere, and I hadn’t found my Cookbook of Shadows. I was about to give up and leave when the crystal ball in the middle of the table began to glow.
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      I was curious as to what Regina’s crystal ball might want to show me, but I was also hesitant. I didn’t like scrying. It formed a connection between the physical world and the spirit realm, and there were so many things that could go wrong if you weren’t properly protected.

      It was an important decision. Should I try to look into the crystal ball, or get the heck out of there? In the end, I was desperate for any clue I could get.

      Before I began, I cast a quick circle around me and asked my spirit guards for protection.

      While taking salt from my bag, I sprinkled it around myself and Ginger. After speaking the incantation, I felt a little better about looking into the ball.

      At first, there was nothing but swirling fog and dim light. Then the fog began to dissipate, and a broken, heart-shaped locket appeared from the mist. Tears fell onto the locket, and I was almost knocked over by an overwhelming sense of loss. It hit me in the chest like a punch.

      The crystal ball’s energy was around me, and it was shockingly strong. It felt like vines enveloping and entrapping my limbs. The energy seeped into me and I felt the tentacles of energy start to rip my spirit from my body. I was being literally sucked into the spirit world.

      I needed to look away, but I couldn’t will myself to move my head or my body. I began to feel sleepy, and I accepted that I was going to the other side.

      Before the ball’s energy could take me completely, Ginger hurled her whole body at the ball. It broke loose from the pedestal and rolled to the floor where it shattered into a million little pieces.

      I snapped back into my body. When I realized how close I came to being pulled into the spirit world, I freaked out.

      “Oh, my gawd. Oh, my gawd. Oh, my gawd.” I was hyperventilating and my heart felt like it was about to burst out of my chest.

      “Pull it together, Zoe,” Ginger whispered softly.

      “Pull it together? Do you realize just how close I came to being pulled into the spirit world? I could have been trapped there for an eternity.”

      “Yeah, but I totally saved your life,” Ginger said.

      “You did,” I said, finally getting control of myself. “Thank you.”

      “What are you doing here?” The woman’s voice made me jump half out of my skin and my heart started racing all over again.
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      “I…”

      “Well, what are you doing here?” Esmerelda tapped her food impatiently. She crossed her arms over her chest. “Should I just call the sheriff now?”

      “I thought I saw an intruder,” I said. “I came in to check it out.”

      “You’re a terrible liar,” Esmerelda said.

      “Fine. I didn’t see an intruder. I came in here to look for my Cookbook of Shadows. I know Regina took it, and I want it back.”

      “Yep. I’m going to call the sheriff and have you arrested for trespassing.”

      “Not if I call Joe first,” I said. “You’re trespassing too. I wonder which one of us he’ll believe because I can always tell him that I was in my store and I saw a prowler.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’ll believe me. Remember the part about you being a terrible liar?”

      “What are you doing here so late? Why are you in Regina’s shop?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but you tripped a silent alarm when you broke in here. I got the alert and figured I’d come see who was trespassing. Regina gave me a key.”

      “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      “I don’t know. I figured it would be more interesting to see who was here first. I thought I could sneak in and maybe catch Regina’s killer. My plan worked too. You had no idea that I was here until I said something.”

      “Don’t you think you should give that key back to Regina’s family?”

      “It’s none of your business,” she snarled. “You know, she was going to sell me this place. Regina had made so much money that she planned on retiring someplace tropical.”

      That was suspicious. I’d never seen Regina give any indication that she’d planned on retiring. For one, she was young, and for another, she’d been ramping up her advertising lately. It seemed to me that, fraudulent or not, Regina was trying to grow her business, not get rid of it.

      That made me wonder if Esmeralda could have killed Regina to take over the store. Regina’s family would most likely be looking to sell the business after her death.

      “Have you seen my Cookbook of Shadows?”

      “I haven’t,” Esmeralda said. “You should get out of here. And don’t let me catch you snooping around this place again.”

      I left without saying another word, but I was nervous. What if she called Joe after I left? He’d told me to stay out of the investigation, and it wasn’t exactly like he was happy with me lately.

      My walk home was slow. I kept envisioning Joe waiting there for me with the handcuffs. I couldn’t believe that I’d done something that could get me arrested. It wasn’t like I was guilty of killing Regina, but some of the darkness surrounding her murder had sunk in just because I’d been so close to the dark deed.

      I knew that I needed to do something about it. A cleansing under the moonlight would be a good start, but I was tired. All I wanted to do was go home and go to bed.

      Joe wasn’t waiting for me when I got home. I didn’t want to be arrested, but I was a little sad he wasn’t there. I missed my friend.

      After a shower and a snack, grapes for me and a carrot for Ginger, I went to bed. But, all I did was lie in bed staring at the ceiling. I was exhausted but also too wired.

      Another twenty minutes or so of insomnia later, and I decided I needed to do something. I had to be up early to work in the morning, so lying awake all night obsessing wasn’t an option.

      The box of valerian root tea in the pantry called my name. I didn’t want to use magic if I didn’t have to, but I knew the tea would knock me out nicely. It meant I’d have to set two alarms in the morning because it would be hard to wake up. But that was a small price to pay.

      I sat at my kitchen table alone sipping my tea. Unlike me, Ginger had no trouble sleeping. She never did. I guessed it was one of the perks of being so small and having a lightning fast metabolism.

      The tea started to take effect when I’d finished about half the cup. I started to feel like my mind was drifting, but in a good way. It was nothing like when the crystal ball was trying to take me out of my body.

      I let my mind wander back to a few days ago when I still had my Cookbook of Shadows and no one had died in my bakery. I got the feeling that something had shifted for me. I’d be happy and less stressed again at some point, but the world would never be the same for me again.

      And, that’s how I feel asleep. Facedown at my kitchen table with a cup of valerian root tea in my hand.
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      “Hey. Hey, wake up.” I heard Ginger’s voice and felt her little nose sniffing at my ear.

      “Five more minutes.”

      “You don’t have five more minutes. If you don’t get up, you’re going to be late,” Ginger said. “Say, did you go on a bender last night or something?”

      “No, why?” I asked groggily before it dawned on me that I’d been asleep facedown on the kitchen table.

      “I thought you were dead at first,” Ginger said as I planted my hands on the edge of the table and pushed myself up.

      “I’m not dead. I just make a damn good cup of valerian root tea.”

      “You should sell that in your shop with your cupcakes,” Ginger said with a giggle.

      “Why, so customers can fall asleep at my tables?”

      “You could charge extra for pillows and blankets,” my familiar said.

      “I’m going to get ready for work.”

      “I hope by get ready for work, you mean throw on a clean shirt and wave some magic over that hair,” Ginger chided. “You. Are. Late.”

      “Right,” I said. “I need coffee.”

      “You can get coffee at the store.”

      “Fiiiiinnne,” I said and went to my room to find a clean shirt.

      I did as Ginger had suggested and used a little magic to get my hair under control. A little magical deodorant and I was passably ready to go.

      It was a good thing that Ginger pushed me to get to the shop on time. As soon as I opened, a bus full of French tourists streamed into the shop. Only a couple of them spoke English, but they all wanted American cupcakes. I’d gotten about half of their orders checked out when Lila came into the shop.

      She joined the back of the line and waited her turn. When Lila finally got to the counter, she announced loudly enough for all of my customers to hear. “I need one dozen of your In Love with Lavender cupcakes as soon as possible.”

      I had to wonder why anyone would need that many In Love with Lavender cupcakes for themselves. It was one thing to sell that many for a party, but as far as I knew, Lila wasn’t having a party. She wasn’t dating anyone either. The whole thing struck me as extraordinarily suspicious.

      “Hang on just a second,” I said. “Let me see what I’ve got in stock in the back.” I left before she could utter another word.

      My mom was in the back obsessively washing and rewashing pots and pans. She was convinced that Ginger was going to give my customers the plague.

      “Mom,” I said and she jumped a little at the sound of my voice.

      “Dear sweet lord in heaven, Zoe Magnolia, you almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “Mom, you sound like a church lady.”

      “Well, you almost scared the Holy Ghost right into me.”

      “Mom,” I said and rolled my eyes so hard that it just about gave me a migraine.

      “What can I do for you, Zoe?”

      “I need you upfront,” I said. “Please.”

      I followed my mom out to the front and signaled for Lila to join me off to the side of the counter. “I just wanted to ask you why you need so many of the In Love with Lavender cupcakes?” I asked cautiously. I wanted to know, but I didn’t need another scandal. In a small town, I figured something like me not selling love cupcakes to a single woman could turn into a scandal. “It’s just that I usually only sell the In Love with Lavender cupcakes to wedding parties. I mean, I’ve sold one or two to couples looking to celebrate an anniversary or something. It’s just that… I don’t know. Could you please tell me why you want them?”

      “I’ve got a special night planned for a special someone. Don’t worry, they aren’t just for me,” Lila said with a dismissive laugh. “I am willing to pay double if I can get some right now, though. For your trouble.”

      “I don’t actually have any made because I don’t usually sell those in the shop except around Valentine’s Day. If you can wait until tomorrow morning, I can have them ready.”

      “Really, that long? I was kind of hoping to do my… I mean have my special surprise evening tonight.”

      “I don’t have any made, and some of the ingredients I need are at home. There are things I don’t keep in the shop,” I said. “I’ll make them first thing in the morning when I come in. You can come by and get them as soon as I’m open.”

      “Well, I guess that will have to work. It’s not like there’s anyone else in town who can make them.” Lila seemed a little defeated.

      “Come to the register and let me ring you out. You’ll have to pay up front for a special order like that.”

      “Of course,” Lila said.

      Once she was gone, my mom went back to rewashing all of the dishes, and I helped the tourists some more. A lot of them wanted a second cupcake or a to-go order. I don’t think any of them picked up on the fact that I was a witch and the cupcakes had a touch of magic. While I was boxing cupcakes and swiping credit cards, I had to wonder what French witches were like.

      When the tourists and all of my morning regulars were gone, my mom came out into the shop to see the damage. She gasped and dropped her broom when she saw the chaos. It’s not that the tourists were disrespectful or anything, but that many people in my small shop had left a mess behind.

      “Zoe, it’s going to take forever to clean this up. Oh, gosh,” she said and sent the broom spinning across the floor with a wave of her hand.

      “I’ll help you. Don’t worry, we can do it. We’ll have this place spotless in no time.”

      “You are far more confident that I am,” my mother said.

      “I’m going to box up the day’s leftovers for the nursing home. I promised them they could have the rest for their dessert, and then I’ll clean the counters and cases. You just worry about the floors and tables, okay?”

      “All right, Zoe. But, please do a good job. I don’t want to have to do the cases again.”

      “I’ve got this, mom.”

      Normally, I’d take the day’s leftovers down to Your Fly’s Open, but once in a while I took them to the Shady Grove nursing home. The residents loved the treats, but the nurses asked that I not bring them too often.

      “Why do you think Lila wants all of those In Love with Lavender cupcakes, mom?” I asked as she wiped down all the tables and mopped the floor as if conducting and orchestra. “She’s not dating anyone as far as I know, and in this town, I’d know. I mean, I think it’s great if she found someone, but I just hope she’s not trying to put a love spell on some unsuspecting man. She tends to get a bit obsessive about things. I just…”

      “Maybe you just need to be happy for her, Zoe,” my mom interrupted. “At least she’s not single.”

      “Mom,” I warned. I knew where she was headed with that comment.

      “What?” she asked and shrugged her shoulders. “You need to date more. You’re not getting any younger, you know.”

      “Mom.”

      “I want grandkids,” she said and put her hands on her hips defiantly. “There, I said it. Besides, you and Joe have been dancing around each other for years, Zoe. You need to talk to him more. He’s very handsome and sweet. He’s good for you, and he’ll make adorable grandbabies for me.”

      “Mom.”

      “Zoe.”

      “Ugh. He is handsome and sweet, but he’s way too suspicious of magic. Even if he could get past it, he’d always be questioning me and my craft. A relationship built on a lack of trust would never last, and I wouldn’t want to bring your future grandbabies into a marriage like that. He’s a good friend.”

      “Well, speak of the devil,” my mom said, and the bells above the door clinked merrily.
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      Joe walked into the store a split second after my mom’s mop danced back into her hand. The broom standing next to the door fell and almost knocked him on the head. He dodged and it clattered to the floor.

      “Company’s coming,” my mom said cheerfully.

      “Zoe, I wish you wouldn’t use magic around me. You know how I feel about it,” Joe said irritably.

      “You just walked into my shop,” I said defiantly.

      “Hey, kids. No need to get bent out of shape. It was all me. Joe, I apologize,” my mom said and disappeared into the back before he could say anything else.

      “Anyway,” Joe started brusquely, “I got a preliminary toxicology report back from the pathologist.”

      “What did you find out?” I asked.

      I had to ignore how short he was being with me. Even if I did feel like arguing about the discriminatory nature of his views on magic, I really wanted to know what had killed Regina.

      “Well, it appears she was poisoned. It’s strange, though. The poison used was aconitum. Do you know anything about that?”

      Well, there you had it. He turned his nose up at magic, but when it came to solving the murder, Joe wasn’t afraid to wallow with the witchy pigs to get his collar. I knew exactly what it was, and it was definitely something that someone tied to the occult would use to murder a fake psychic.

      “I do know what it is,” I began. “It’s a potent neurotoxin commonly known as monkshood or wolf’s bane. The Germans used it in WWII to poison their bullets.”

      For the briefest of moments, I thought that he might thank me for my knowledge of rare and occult-related poisons. Nope. His whole demeanor shifted. Joe crossed his arms over his chest and narrowed his gaze at me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear he was trying to figure out if he should just come out and accuse me or not.

      “So, is that something witches use?” he asked bluntly.

      “It can be most definitely.”

      “So, where would you find it around here? Does it grow in the area?”

      “It usually grows up in the mountains, but did you check Esmeralda’s garden yet? Remember I told you she had a poisoner’s garden?”

      “No, I hadn’t checked yet. I wasn’t sure if the aconitum was something that could be from around here?”

      “You mean you wanted to see if it was something I had in my magical supplies,” I said a little more angrily than I intended.

      “It’s not like that,” he said softly, and I could tell it was eating him up that he had to ask. That made me feel a little bit better. “I think I’m going to go check out Esmeralda’s garden.” Joe’s eyes were cast down at his feet, and it had been a long time since I’d seen him looking so vulnerable.

      I didn’t know if I should ask to go with Joe or not. I definitely wanted to go with him. My curiosity about Esmeralda’s garden was enormous.

      “You know, if you take me with you, I can help you identify the plants in the garden,” I said as casually as I could manage. The last thing I wanted to do was tip him off that I really, really wanted to go. It would probably make me look more guilty somehow.

      “Can you go now?” he asked and my heart soared.

      “I can’t just yet. Can you wait until I get the shop closed up?”

      “I’ve got it,” my mom called from the kitchen. “You kids go ahead.”

      She’d been listening the whole time.

      “What about the cupcakes for the nursing home?” I called back.

      “I got that too.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, we were at Esmeralda’s house standing on her wraparound front porch. Joe knocked, and we waited a minute. A warm breeze blew past and caught a strand of my hair. Off in the distance I could hear the sound of cicadas in the trees. They’d be gone once summer let go of its hold on Destiny Cove for the year.

      It sounded like there was someone moving around inside, but seconds later, a fat tabby cat jumped up into the living room window. Joe knocked again, and I rang the doorbell. Still, no one came to the door.

      “She’s probably not home,” he said. “We should try again later.”

      “Hey, wait,” I said as he began to descend her porch steps. “Can’t we just take a quick peek in the backyard? I mean, if there isn’t a wolf’s bane plant growing there, then we won’t have any need to follow up on it later. Right?”

      “We can look over the fence, but we’re not going to step foot on the property, Zoe. If the plant is there, then I want a search warrant before we go anywhere near it. Going in her yard will ruin the case.”

      “Deal,” I said.

      We walked around the back. I kept my eyes on the windows in case she was inside watching us and just hadn’t answered the door. Joe led us all the way around to the back part of the fence so we were no longer visible to the house or the street. I wondered if he’d had the same thought as me. Or perhaps, he didn’t want to get caught snooping if she came home, but I would’ve thought it would be fine for an officer of the law to be having a look around. It wasn’t snooping when he did it. It was investigating a homicide.

      Joe looked through the space between two slats, and I lined up right next to him and did the same thing one slat over. The rumors were true. I don’t know why I’d thought they might not be. Esmerelda had one of the most impressive poisoner’s gardens I’d ever seen. It was full of deadly plants from belladonna to hemlock. I shuddered when I saw a gympie gympie tree growing way too close to the fence where we stood.

      “Joe, let’s walk back around.”

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “What is it?” He sounded worried, and I guessed that he’d picked up on the alarm in my voice.

      “Well, there is a huge aconitum plant right in the middle of the garden. The bright purple flowers are unmistakable to the trained eye. But that’s not what’s concerning me.”

      “What else did you see?”

      “Just please move away from the fence.”

      He took a few steps away, and I relaxed a little.

      “Thank you.”

      “So what is making you all nervous? I never thought I’d see a witch get nervous about plants. I thought you guys were all into nature.”

      “I am, but Esmeralda has a gympie gympie tree growing close to the fence where we were standing.”

      “A gympie gympie tree?” he asked and shrugged. “That doesn’t sound too ominous.”

      So I explained to him about the tree. “Its leaves are covered in a downy fuzz of poisonous needles. Once it gets in your skin, it will cause excruciating pain. The pain can last for decades. It’s so bad that if someone else touches you where you were stung, they might immediately vomit and feel pain where they touched you for decades too. It’s so bad that it’s called the suicide plant. The pain is like being electrocuted and bathed in acid at the same time. The worst part is that you don’t even have to touch the plant. They shed their needles like crazy. Especially during the summer. You just have to get close to one to experience the pain.”

      “Why on earth would someone have something like that growing in their garden?” Joe asked.

      “I have no idea. I mean, she does have a poisoner’s garden, so that tells you something about who she really is.”

      “I constantly hear kids talking about this garden. How is it possible that none of them have ever been hurt by that thing? They have to come sneaking around her fence all of the time.”

      “Warding spell maybe. It’s like a protection,” I said.

      “I know what a warding is. That seems like it’s not enough.”

      “I’ll put a stronger protection spell around the tree,” I said.

      “Zoe,” Joe said bitterly.

      “What? You want someone to get hurt just because you don’t trust magic? If you don’t like it, you don’t have to stay here while I do it.”

      For a few precious seconds, I thought he’d stay and support my use of protective magic to shield the people of Destiny Cove from the gympie gympie tree growing in Esmeralda’s yard, but Joe left. Before he went, he put a firm hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze. It was a show of support. I could feel it in his aura, but underneath was still that undercurrent of doubt and mistrust. I couldn’t dwell on the negative, though. It was progress.

      After I’d cast the spell, I looked down at my feet and the universe had presented me with a small, black rock. I picked it up and slipped it in my pocket. It was the key to the ward on the tree. As long as I had it, Esmeralda wouldn’t be able to break my protection spell. In fact, she’d probably forget the tree was even there. All I had to hope was that she didn’t get the bright idea to plant another one.

      Back at home, I started going through my pantry looking for everything I needed for the cupcakes. I hadn’t even asked if Lila wanted me to make the chocolate or strawberry variety. I absolutely refused to use lemon because that inspired a feeling of longing. Though, lavender lemon cupcakes without the magic were delicious. I’d had them at a tea party once.

      In the end, I decided to make the strawberry type. Chocolate in Love with Lavender cupcakes were too strong considering I didn’t know what she was up to. Chocolate and strawberry combined were off-limits for anyone but couples who both agreed in front of me that they wanted them. I usually reserved those for a bride and groom or a couple celebrating a milestone anniversary.

      My mind wandered momentarily to the idea for an In Love with Cheese biscuit that featured lavender, basil, and cheddar. I didn’t usually serve savory baked goods, but…

      My stomach grumbled.

      Oh. Right. Well, I figured I needed fresh strawberries anyway, so I got my shoes on and headed out for a stroll to the market. They did have savory baked goods, and I thought a round of rosemary olive oil focaccia bread sounded like a heavenly dinner. I always promised myself that I wouldn’t eat the whole loaf in one sitting, but I never kept that promise.

      The Harvest and Home Market had a quart of strawberries that smelled like heaven and two rounds of the focaccia bread. I rationalized that if I bought two, I was sure to have leftovers for the next day.

      On my way home, I drifted off into a daydream about what it would have been like if Joe had stayed behind while I did the protection spell on the gympie gympie tree. In my mind’s eye, I could see him embracing me and telling me that I’d finally changed his mind about magic.

      “Watch it.” A strange voice brought me out of my thoughts.

      I looked up and I was standing right in front of the Morning Grove Cemetery. That was strange. The cemetery wasn’t on my way home.

      “You almost tripped.” The same voice again, but it was behind me.

      I whirled around, and the back of my foot caught on a huge weed that had grown out of the crack in the sidewalk. I stumbled and almost dropped my groceries.

      “See, that’s what I was talking about.” A ghost materialized from the dark and that’s who had been trying to warn me about the weed that I tripped on anyway.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Who are you?” was the answer I got.

      The specter had been nothing more than a vaguely human form, but it started to take on the outline of a woman. That was all, though. I couldn’t tell how old she was or what she looked like. All I could get was that she was a she.

      “I’m Zoe Magnolia,” I said. “Did you need something from me?”

      I wondered if the ghost had somehow led me to the cemetery. The dead could be quite powerful under the right conditions, and the approaching holiday thinned the veil.

      “No,” She said.

      “Okay, then.”

      I turned and started to walk in the direction of my house. “Wait!” The ghost called after me.

      I turned again. “Yes?” I tried not to sound too impatient.

      “BOO!” She shrieked at me and then disappeared.

      All that was left was the sound of her laughter echoing into the night. It was coming from inside the cemetery, but I decided not to investigate.

      “Well, bye then,” I said and gave a wave toward the cemetery gates. I kinda wished she’d at least told me her name.
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      The next morning I arrived at the bakery a little early so I could bake Lila’s order before I got started on my regular daily baking. I had hoped that Joe would call me the night before to check up on how the protection ward had gone, but he didn’t. I was secretly hoping that he’d gotten the search warrant for Esmeralda’s place and maybe my Cookbook of Shadows had turned up.

      I didn’t think Esmeralda had it, but a witch could dream. The fact that it was still missing was super frustrating. I relied on it for some of my more obscure recipes. Since I didn’t make In Love with Lavender cupcakes on a regular basis, I didn’t exactly have the recipe memorized.

      I’d already started mixing them, but I couldn’t remember all of the ingredients. I was missing something, and I was sure of it. What that was, I could not conjure into my memory.

      I had to wonder if I should keep making the cupcakes and give them to Lila anyway? What would it hurt to just hope for the best?

      Ultimately, I decided to do the best I could with what I could remember of the recipe. Ginger had gone into the bakery with me that morning. She was sitting on the edge of the counter tapping her little foot and looking at me with judgy eyes.

      “What?” I asked when I couldn’t take any more of her narrowed glare.

      “You don’t remember the recipe. I can tell by the way you’re hesitating.”

      “So?” I asked with a shrug.

      “So, you’re just going to give her some lavender and strawberry cupcakes, right?”

      “I think it will be fine.”

      “Do you really think it’s a good idea to use magic on a partially correct recipe?”

      “I’m almost certain I’m only missing one ingredient.”

      “Zoe.” Ginger narrowed her eyes further.

      “It’s probably not going to make a huge difference in the long run anyway. I’m not making them as a love spell. I don’t like love spells. They rob the person of their free will. It’s more of an encouraging a relationship spell.”

      “Oh, do tell me the difference.”

      “You’re in a mood,” I said. “The difference is that if the relationship is strong enough, love will happen eventually. The magic is the icing on the cupcake. It’s not actually needed.”

      “Are you talking about Lila? ‘Cause it sounds to me like you’re really talking about a certain town sheriff. Named Joe.”

      “God, you and my mom now? I’m surprised you guys agree on anything. We’re just friends, and that’s all it’s ever going to be. He could never love a witch. At least, not in a romantic sense.”

      “You’re in denial,” Ginger said. “I like Joe. He’s a good man, and I wish you’d make a move on him. It’s about time you were dating someone.”

      “Now you really sound like mom.” I rolled my eyes hard at that one. “Besides, I tried to make a move once and it was a complete disaster.”

      “How have I not heard this story?” Ginger said and scooted closer to me.

      “You were probably off giving my mom an ulcer or something. It was last summer, and it’s totally cheesy.”

      “Do tell.” Ginger was laid out on the counter with her little chin resting on her paws. “I’ve got to hear this story.”

      “Okay, so it was last summer. It was really hot that day even for the summer. Joe stopped in right before closing to buy a cupcake. He asked if I had time to join him. I suggested we go out for ice cream instead.”

      “Keep going.”

      “All I had left in the case that day was a bunch of Passionate Pineapple Upside-Down cupcakes. I wouldn’t normally sell those in the shop, but someone had special ordered them and then not picked them up. They’re not technically a love spell, so I figured it would be okay to sell them in the store. But, I didn’t want to eat them with Joe. The last thing I needed was him thinking that I was trying to seduce him with magic. He agreed that ice cream sounded good, so we left for Spells and Scoops.”

      “It’s too bad that place fell through a rip in time to another dimension,” Ginger said wistfully.

      “Yeah, but Shondra wasn’t in the store when it happened. She’s been talking about opening up another shop.”

      “Oh, good. Pistachio ice cream is my one indulgence. But, please do tell me more about your disaster. I mean date with Joe.”

      “So, anyway. We went for ice cream and I had scoop of the Buttered Waffles and Syrup. You know, the one with chunks of buttery waffle cone in it?” I asked and Ginger nodded yes. “He had Mint Chocolate Chip.”

      “Wait a second. Hold the phone,” Ginger interrupted. “Joe didn’t have vanilla? I so pegged him as a vanilla.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle. I’d been as shocked as Ginger. “Nope, he had Mint Chocolate Chip, and he got sprinkles.”

      “Get out.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “We finished our ice cream and I hinted around about wanting to see a movie that was playing at the theater. He either didn’t pick up on the hint or he wasn’t interested. Either way, that was it. We ate our ice cream and left. He never brought it up or asked me out on anything like a date again.”

      “And, you didn’t ask him out again because you’re a chicken.”

      “That’s not nice,” I said, but she was kinda right. “Anyway, I don’t envy other people’s relationships. It seems like so much work. When the time is right, the universe will reveal my perfect match. Until then, I have to figure out who killed Regina before I get arrested for the crime, and I need to find my Cookbook of Shadows. I don’t have time for love.”
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      “This is never going to work,” I said. “I’m just going to make the cupcakes and hope for the best.”

      “It’s your bakery,” Ginger responded.

      “I need to find my book. I should break into Regina’s house and get it. I know it’s there.”

      “You’re crazy pants.”

      “I need the book, Ginger. You should come with me. It will be safer for me to break into her house with my familiar with me.”

      “That’s a really dumb idea, Zoe,” she said. “I’m in.”

      “Good, we’ll go tonight while most people are eating dinner. That will provide an excellent distraction for our breaking and entering endeavor.”

      I was buzzing with excitement the rest of the day while anticipating getting my Cookbook of Shadows back. After I’d closed the shop for the day, I still had a few hours until dinner time. It was hard to sit still, so I put Ginger in my purse, and we went for a walk.

      Once again, I found myself standing in front of Morning Grove Cemetery. When I stopped, Ginger poked her head out of my bag.

      “What are we doing here?” she asked and scrambled down my pant leg to the ground.

      “I don’t know. I ended up here last night too,” I said. “I saw a ghost. It was a little strange.”

      “Is the ghost here now?” Ginger asked.

      “Do you see a ghost?”

      “I do.” I familiar voice said from behind me.

      Ginger squeaked and ran back up my pant leg to hide in my purse. I turned around and the ghost was there again. She wasn’t much clearer than she’d been the night before. The only new details I could make out were that she was wearing a long dress and had her hair tied up into a bun at the back of her neck.

      And then just like that, she was gone. Ginger poked her head out and looked around.

      “Well, that was no fun,” she said.

      “Yeah. I don’t get it. I have no idea what that ghost is up to.”

      “Let’s just go home,” Ginger said. “I don’t particularly like ghosts.”
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        * * *

      

      It was finally dinner time, but Ginger and I wouldn’t be eating. I’d already had a plate of mozzarella sticks and Ginger had a plate of sliced cucumber and yellow pepper. She was definitely the healthier eater of the two of us.

      I dressed for the occasion in black yoga pants, and a black tank top, and I piled my hair on top of my head secured with a black bandana. A black tourmaline protection amulet hung from my neck. I was ready for some ninja breaking and entering.

      Witch style.

      Ginger hopped into a black backpack, and I strapped it on. Along for the ride with her were a container of salt and my athame, that’s a magical knife. We were good to go, and I was ready to cast a protection circle if we needed it.

      I slipped my feet into black ballet flats, and we headed out the door. I walked along the sidewalk until we got about a block from Regina’s house. After that, I put a sneak spell on myself and crept through backyards until I got to her yard. I didn’t think anyone would see me, but just in case someone had their yard warded against sneak spells for security reasons, I ducked anytime someone had their curtains open.

      The fact that Regina’s back door was unlocked probably should have given me pause, but I was just thankful I didn’t have to try and pick the lock. I slipped through the door and locked it behind me.

      My search started in the most obvious room. I’d thought that if Regina was trying to use my Cookbook of Shadows to create her own magic, she’d have kept it in the kitchen. I’d been afraid that her kitchen would be a disaster. If no one had been there since her death, there might have been dirty dishes in the sink and food going bad in the fridge. But either someone had been there, or Regina never used her kitchen. It was spotless, and the refrigerator was completely cleaned out.

      I did find a rack of old cookbooks in the pantry, but none of them were mine. That would have been too easy. I looked on every shelf and then went through all of the cabinets. Ginger looked underneath all of the furniture in the dining room and living room while I went though the closets and the cabinets in the end tables.

      I’d been so excited about my book that I hadn’t realized how heavy the air felt in the house until I started to climb the stairs to the second floor. The house was darker than it should have been too. We couldn’t turn the lights on, but even the light from outside didn’t seem to penetrate the house well. It was still fairly early in the evening, and there should have been more light coming through the glass panels on either side of the front door, but it seemed as if the house had swallowed it up. The floorboards that made up the risers of the stairs creaked with every step, and it almost sounded as if someone was walking up behind me.

      Still, I had my protection amulet, and I needed to find my book. So I pressed on. There were a few rooms on the second floor, but only one of them had a bed. I went into Regina’s bedroom and began going through the dresser drawers.

      In the third one, I found a photograph of her and Jacob. They looked so happy, and I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to them. Why had they broken up?

      Ginger had looked under the bed and dresser. She climbed up my pant leg and sat on the edge of the bureau looking down at the photo too.

      While I was contemplating whether Jacob and Regina were one of those couples who fought all of the time but made up quickly, the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

      I looked up, and Ginger’s little guinea pig eyes had gone as wide as saucers. There was something behind me, and it had Ginger so terrified that her little body shook with fright.

      When I turned around, Regina’s translucent spirit was right behind me. She was more formed than the ghost I’d seen outside of the graveyard. There was no doubt at all that it was her.

      She looked down at the picture in my hand and smiled a sad smile. She started to fade in and out as if she were losing the signal used to keep her visible to the mortal plane.

      “Regina,” I said. “Who killed you? You have to tell me who killed you.”

      She looked up at me and tried to speak. Her mouth moved as if she were saying something, but no sound came out. Regina’s ghostly hands flitted up to her throat and she grasped at her neck as if she couldn’t believe she couldn’t speak. Her eyes looked frightened and then she blinked out.

      “Dang,” I said. “Come on.”

      “We’re leaving?” Ginger asked. “That’s good. I’m all for leaving.”

      “I’m going to make tea from some dried Datura petals to enhance my psychic vision,” I said. “I’m going to go get the herbs and then come back.”

      “You’re going to come back?”

      “I am. If there is any way that Regina can tell me who killed her, I need to find it.”
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      I had some dried Datura tea at my house in a small, brass container. After rushing home and retrieving it, I returned to Regina’s house.

      If I’d missed the darkness looming in her home the first time, I didn’t miss it when I walked in the second. Ginger squeaked from inside my bag, and I regretted not leaving her home. I knew she hated ghosts, but I needed my familiar for what I was about to do.

      The last time I’d used the Datura tea was on my father’s birthday. I’d wanted to visit with him. He’d passed away several years ago suddenly of a heart attack, and sometimes the pain of missing him was just too much.

      I’d gone to his grave and used a Spirits Rising spell. It had been tricky to only pull him through the veil because I was surrounded by spirits in the cemetery, but most of them had been benign.

      The feeling I got in Regina’s house was that I wasn’t as safe. I had no idea what was drawing all of the angry souls to her home, but I didn’t have time to figure it out. I needed to talk to her and get out.

      I stopped in the kitchen and put a pot of water on the stove to boil. It wasn’t really necessary for the spell, but I was relieved when I found some sugar in the pantry for the tea. It was a powerful psychic enhancer, but it didn’t exactly taste good. Okay, it was disgusting.

      A little pinch of fire magic, and the water was ready. I made the tea and sat down at Regina’s kitchen table. I needed to clear my head for the ritual. It would have been better if I could have gone outside and drank the tea under the moonlight, but then I ran the risk of one of the neighbors seeing me. I could have tried a cloaking spell again, but I needed to save my energy for the summoning ritual.

      One cup of tea down, and I made another. The second cup I took into the living room and sat down on an end table. I moved the coffee table out of the way and dragged the end table into the middle of the floor. After casting a protection circle around it with the black salt I had in my bag, I laid my ceremonial dagger on the end table. Next to it I placed a small cauldron that I filled with herbs. I sat down on the floor and sipped the second cup of tea while Ginger sat in my lap scanning the room.

      As I swallowed the last dregs of sugary tea from the bottom of the cup, spirits began to appear at the edge of the circle. Some of them were decidedly malevolent. Two of them had pitch black eyes and gray mottled skin, and one looked like your average science teacher except that he held a ghostly machete in his left hand. Despite her fear, Ginger bravely ran around the edge of the circle using her familiar powers to strengthen the magical barrier between us and the ghosts.

      After several minutes of not seeing her, I finally called out directly to Regina’s spirit. She materialized in the corner of the room, keeping her distance from the malevolent ghosts circling me.

      “Regina, will you come into my circle with light in your heart and purity of intent?” I asked her.

      She floated across the room and into the protective circle. That seemed to anger the evil spirits, but they couldn’t get to us.

      “Regina, I’ve called you here today to ask you who murdered you. Can you answer me from within the safety of the circle?”

      “Thank you for trying to help me, but I’m afraid I don’t know what happened,” Regina’s spirit said. “One minute I was in my house and the next minute my spirit was being ripped from my body.”

      “You don’t remember anything?” I tried to mask the defeat in my voice.

      “I’ve been lost and confused every since. I can’t even remember seeing my body after I died. I think it was more than I could handle, so I just couldn’t see it. Now, I can’t rest until my murderer is caught. I can’t cross over to the other side. I’m stuck here with the things in this house. The things I attracted with my mistakes. I realize now that I never should have cheated and lied to people.”

      “I never expected to hear you say that.”

      “If I could get my life back, I’d do everything I could to make amends for what I did. I’d sell my house and everything valuable I own to help pay people back. I’d live in Sunny Acres Trailer Park and eat instant noodles until I paid them all back,” she said softly.

      I felt so bad for her. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to realize your mistakes too late to do anything about it. I wondered what it would be like for Regina if she couldn’t ever forgive herself and carried her guilt for eternity. My heart grew heavy for her. I could forgive her. That was a start.

      “I’ll find your killer, Regina. I’ll do whatever I can to help you, but could you please give me my Cookbook of Shadows back?”

      Regina smiled at me sadly. “I’m sorry that I took it, Zoe. It’s under one of the floorboards in the kitchen. I was hoping I could find a spell for unlimited money to pay the money back to the people I hurt, but all it would show me was spells for happiness.”

      “The book changes based on what you need most. It can be different every day. If money was what you really needed, the book would have given you a spell for that. It probably showed you happiness spells because you were so dissatisfied with your life.”

      “You’re probably right,” Regina admitted. “I hope you can find my killer and bring them to justice. If you don’t then I’ll be stuck here in the void between this world and the next forever.”

      And then she was gone.
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      When Regina was gone, I banished the spirits surrounding the circle. I knew I hadn’t gotten rid of them forever, but at least we could get the book and get out of the house.

      I walked around the kitchen looking for a spot where it looked like the floorboards had been cut. It would have been a lot easier if Regina had been more specific, but I couldn’t dwell on that. I was about to get my Cookbook of Shadows back.

      “What’s this over here?” Ginger asked from a spot near the stove. “It looks like this board has been cut in half.”

      I knelt down next to the board Ginger found and inspected it. I was sure my book was under it. I could feel it now that I was closer, but I had no idea how to remove the board. There wasn’t a handle or anything.

      “How do we pick it up?” I asked, trying to pry it up with my fingernails, but I couldn’t get any leverage.

      “I don’t know,” Ginger said with an eye roll. “Maybe try magic?”

      “Oh, right.” In my excitement I completely forgot that I could just levitate the board a bit.

      I waved my hand over the plank and got it to move up just enough to slip my fingers under. Levitation took a lot of energy, but I was able to manage moving the small item a short distance.

      And there it was. My Cookbook of Shadows lay in a metal tray under the floor. I scooped it up and held it to my chest.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said to Ginger as I felt the malevolent spirits closing in again.
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      I was so happy to have my book back that I took it right to the bakery. It was getting late, but I really wanted to start baking. It helped clear my head. I could make some magical treats and come up with a plan for solving Regina’s murder. Baking also helped me decompress, and I needed to relax after dealing with all of those negative entities. I hadn’t realized how much it had taken out of me until I got away from Regina’s house.

      When we got into the bakery’s kitchen, Ginger sat on the edge of the counter looking at me expectantly. She wanted something.

      “What?” I asked as I placed the Cookbook of Shadows on the counter opposite my workspace.

      I would never dare get food on the book even though it wouldn’t be that difficult to clean it magically. Now that I had it back, I would take no risks.

      “I was just hoping you’d make some Blueberry Bliss cupcakes,” Ginger said quietly.

      “I could do that,” I said and started to open the book. “I don’t really need the book for those, though.”

      When I opened the book to flip to the Blueberry Bliss recipe, I didn’t need it but why not, there was a new recipe on the first page.

      “Peppermint Protection,” I said aloud. “That’s new.”

      “What’s that?” Ginger scurried down from her spot and up to the other counter to peer at the book.

      “It looks like a new recipe. The book must think I need it,” I said. “Or maybe one of my customers needs it. If I make them, someone will show up because they’ve been drawn to them.”

      “Well, then maybe you should make them,” Ginger said. “I’ll get the candy canes.” She shimmied down the front of the counter and darted for the pantry.

      “Candy canes?”

      “Yeah, you’ve still got a bunch in here from last Yule. Hold on, let me check.” She went quiet for a second. “Nope, they’re not expired. You can still use them.”

      I looked at the recipe, and sure enough, it called for crushed candy canes. I unwrapped the candy canes and put them in a plastic bag. Ginger went to town rolling over them with rolling pin by balancing on it and rolling back and forth like she was in one of those exercise balls.

      “I’ll make a big batch and eat one in the morning. We’ll watch and see who comes into the shop drawn to the new flavor.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Ginger said before going back to pulverizing the candy canes into dust.
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      The next morning, I came into the shop at the regular time even though I already had a head start on my baking. It was going to be a busy day. I could just feel it.

      Since one row in my case would be taken up by the Peppermint Protection cupcakes, I decided to make Blueberry Bliss, Chocolate Cherry Cheer, Loud with Lemon, and Pumpkin Prosperity. I also baked a few dozen mini versions of the same flavors and boxed them up as prepacked baker’s dozens for the grab-and-go customers.

      My usual regulars were already outside the door when I turned on the lights in the dining area and unlocked the front door. I was on pins and needles with the anticipation of who would buy the first Peppermint Protection cupcake.

      A few people came and went, but it wasn’t until Thomas McGrath came through the door of my shop that I had my first bite on the line.

      “Hmm,” he began. “Those Peppermint Protections sure do look good. That sounds like something right up my alley.”

      I had to wonder what he needed protection from. Was it his wife? She wasn’t with him that day. Did she kill Regina? Was he worried that he would be next? Did he kill Regina? Was the law the thing he needed protection from? There was only one way to find out.

      “Oh, yes. It’s a brand new flavor,” I said with my sincerest smile. “If you don’t mind me being a silly gossip, what is it you need protection from?”

      “I’m getting real close to finishing that new pesticide I was telling you about,” he said with a big, proud smile as he rocked back on his heels. “But I’m just slightly off with my recipe. If I’m not careful, I’ll end up poisoning myself.”

      “That would be terrible,” I said. “Sounds like Peppermint Protection is just right for you. Can I get you anything else?”

      “Yeah, I’ll take a couple of the Blueberry Bliss and a Pumpkin Prosperity too.”

      As I finished boxing and ringing out his order, I had to wonder if Thomas had killed Regina. He certainly knew how, and with all of the money his wife had given Regina, he had the motive. I wondered if I should ask Thomas if he knew Regina was poisoned. His reaction might reveal his guilt.

      “Thank you for coming in,” I said. “Be careful in your lab. Poisoning is such a huge risk. Regina was poisoned, you know.”

      Thomas didn’t say anything for what had to have been a full minute. Then he shook his head, smiled, and said “Well, what goes around comes around.”

      Then he took his cupcakes and left. I didn’t really think that Thomas was a bad man, but his reactions to Regina’s death were shocking even if she had stolen his money. It made me wonder if he really did kill her.

      The next person to walk into the shop was Jacob Snide. As soon as he was through the door, he made a beeline for the Peppermint Protection cupcakes.
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      I was shocked when he walked right up to the Peppermint Protection cupcakes and just stared. It was as if he’d been drawn to them in a trance. I took one out of the case and handed it to him.

      There was no need for a box or a bag. I wasn’t even going to charge him for it. It was obvious right away that it was meant for him. It hummed with magical energy as soon as I took it out of the case, and the hum only intensified the closer it got to Jacob.

      “Would you like some coffee to go with that? I’ve got a delicious Italian roast that I think would be perfect.”

      “Sure,” he said.

      I poured the coffee into two ceramic mugs and walked out to a table. Jacob was still standing in front of the pastry case with the cupcake in his hand. I didn’t put the coffee in a to-go cup because I wanted him to stay in the store so I could talk to him.

      “Come on, Jacob. Have a cup of coffee with me,” I said and sat down at the table.

      We were the only ones in the shop and the morning rush was over. I didn’t expect anyone else to come in for a while. I wondered if I should ask him why he felt drawn to my new cupcakes. But I knew I should. I sipped my coffee and tried to start a casual conversation.

      “How are things going at Your Fly’s Open? How is business?”

      He took a bite of the cupcake and relaxed just a little. “Buzz has been on the warpath. He’s been really mad about something, but I can’t figure out what his problem is.”

      “That’s odd,” I said and sipped my coffee.

      “Yeah, and it all started around the time Regina died. He won’t stop talking to anyone who will listen about the evil that Regina brought into the town. He thinks she opened a portal to the spirit world and now bad things are getting through.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. I’d seen it in Regina’s house. At some point, I was probably going to have to figure out a way to close it or contain it. The portal seemed to be letting the spirits into Regina’s house, though, and I had to wonder how Buzz knew about it. Perhaps something had escaped her house and was on the loose in Destiny Cove. I hadn’t heard of anything like that, but I probably didn’t get out enough.

      “That’s a pretty heavy accusation,” I said.

      “Buzz has been extra paranoid lately. I guess I don’t really blame him. I’ve had this feeling like I’m being watched ever since Regina died. It feels like whoever killed her might be after me next. I think that’s why I was so happy to see these Peppermint Protection cupcakes. Something told me to come here. I don’t know what it was. Just a little voice in the back of my mind.”

      “Well, I’m glad you came in,” I said.

      “I’m really creeped out about the whole being watched thing. I think I should buy at least a half dozen of the cupcakes. They’ll keep in the fridge, right?”

      “Yeah, for a few days. You just need to keep the box closed.”

      “I’ll take a half dozen to go, then. I don’t think I’m going to feel safe until Regina’s killer is caught.”

      I completely understood.
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      Later that day Lila came into the store. Her face was as red as a tomato, and she had a fine line of sweat along her forehead. She was furious.

      Lila stomped up to the counter. “Can I speak with you for a moment?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      “Sure,” I answered. “What can I do for you, Lila?”

      “Those In Love with Lavender cupcakes were crap. They didn’t work at all.”

      I had to decide if I was going to admit that I’d missed an ingredient. I knew it shouldn’t have mattered much. The rest of the spell should have been enough to make it work if it was used on someone who was willing and open to loving Lila.

      “Lila, please remember that I don’t cast love spells. Those cupcakes wouldn’t force something that wasn’t already in the other person’s heart. It just doesn’t work like that. I’m sorry.”

      Lila turned fifty shades of red. “You’re a liar.” She pointed at me and yelled. “You’re a fraud. You’re just as bad as Regina was.”

      Lila turned on her heels and stormed out of the store just as Joe walked in. “What was that about?” he asked when he approached the counter.

      “Some cupcakes she purchased didn’t have the effect she wanted. I’m not sure why it made her so angry, though. I’ve never seen her get mad like that before.”

      “Everyone has been on edge since the murder,” Joe responded.

      “Speaking of which, did you come in about the case?” I asked.

      “Well, sort of. I was also hoping for a Blueberry Bliss cupcake,” he said, eyeing his favorite flavor in the pastry case.

      “Sure. Would you like some coffee too?”

      “Do you even have to ask?” Joe flashed me a smile I wasn’t sure I was ever going to see again. “Why don’t you join me? I went to visit Esmeralda, and I thought I’d fill you in.”

      “Okay. Go have a seat, I’ll bring your cupcake out on a plate and get us a couple of cups of coffee.”

      “Thank you kindly, Ma’am,” he said and tipped his hat to me.

      I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that my heart did a little dance. He’d come into the shop to talk to me about the case, and he was smiling and joking around with me like he used to. It was refreshing given how tense things had been between us since the murder.

      I walked out to the table with his cupcake and then went back to pour two cups of coffee. “Here you go,” I said and placed Joe’s on the table in front of him.

      “So I went and interviewed Esmeralda about the garden,” he said as I took my seat across from him. “She claimed that she had no idea the Aconitum was poisonous.”

      “No, she didn’t,” I said and had to hold back from slapping the table.

      “I asked her if she realized her whole garden was full of poisonous plants.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She said that sometimes she uses them for seeing into the future. Then she asked me to go down to The Seeing Eye so that she could officially read my palm.”

      “Did you do it?”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t. But I wanted to see what she was getting at. I had to know if I could get more information from her by going along with her shenanigans.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “I did. She sat me down at that little table in the shop and did a tarot reading instead of a palm reading. She said something about the spirits guiding her.”

      “Oh, what did the cards reveal?” I probably shouldn’t have cared, but I knew the tarot could reveal important information even in the hands of someone inexperienced or a fraud.

      “I can’t remember all of the cards. You know I’m not really into that stuff, but I do remember something like the Queen of Hearts.”

      “The Queen of Cups?” I asked.

      “Yeah, that one. Except in the deck it looked like it had something to do with hearts, and Esmeralda said that there was a love match in my immediate future.” A slight hint of red heated his cheeks as he told me this.

      Despite the fact that I knew we could never be together, my heart began to beat a little faster. I had to wonder if Joe was talking about me. Did he want Esmerelda’s prediction to be about me?

      “That doesn’t sound like it had anything to do with the case,” I said softly when I couldn’t think of anything else to say that didn’t make me sound like a lovesick schoolgirl.

      “I guess it didn’t, and she didn’t go into any more specifics about my love life,” he said gruffly and then changed the subject. “She did reveal to me why she might have had a motive to kill Regina, though.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, feeling relief wash over me as the conversation moved back to the case.

      “Esmeralda produced a will that showed that she inherited everything from Regina.”

      “That’s shocking,” I said, and it was. It was definitely a reason for Esmeralda to kill Regina, though.

      “I have this weird feeling that the will is fake. I don’t know why. It’s just a gut intuition thing.”

      “I can find out for sure.”

      “How?” Joe cocked his head to one side and narrowed his eyes.

      “You’re not going to like this, but hear me out. Please,” I said and took a deep breath before continuing. “I can summon Regina’s spirit and ask her. I know this because I’ve done it already. She even told me where she’d hidden my Cookbook of Shadows. Not that I’m pointing out that I was right about her stealing it.”
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      “Zoe, that’s crazy,” he said and then stopped and thought about it for a few moments. “Do I even want to know how you are planning to summon Regina’s spirit?”

      “I can do it from inside of Regina’s house, but it will be much easier for me to show you than to tell you.”

      “You know that is technically trespassing. I can’t just let you do that.”

      “We would go in under the pretense of police business, right? That way if people asked questions, you’d have a legitimate answer.”

      “Zoe, I don’t think it would look good if I was seen escorting the prime suspect into the victim’s house.”

      “So I’m the prime suspect now?”

      “I don’t think so, but as far as the evidence goes…”

      “What evidence?” I heard the tone of my voice rising as I came close to losing my temper, but I couldn’t afford to fall apart. I needed Joe to let me into Regina’s house. “I’m sorry. It’s just difficult when you’re being falsely accused of something, but I really think going into Regina’s house will help the case. And it will help you see that I’m not guilty.”

      “I don’t know,” Joe responded. “It’s such a huge risk.”

      “Look, tonight is the dark moon. We’ll go late at night. No one will even notice us going in, and with the dark moon, I’ll have an easier time opening the spirit realm.”

      He thought about it for a full minute before answering. “Fine. I’ll meet you at midnight at Regina’s house, but on the condition that we stop whatever you’re planning if I say we need to stop.”

      “Agreed.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood outside of Regina’s house feeling exhausted. Midnight was just a handful of hours before I got up in the morning to open the bakery. I was lucky that the next day was my day off, but it was still hard for me to be up so late. I ran my hands over my face and tried walking in place to wake myself up. I needed to stay sharp, but I also needed to avoid drawing attention to the fact that I was standing out in front of Regina’s house at midnight.

      It was a few minutes after midnight and Joe still hadn’t shown up yet. I had to know if the will that Esmeralda gave Joe was real, and I wondered if I should just go in without him.

      “How loooong are we going to stand here?” Ginger whined from inside my bag. “I want to go hoooooome and go to bed.”

      “We’ll give him a few more minutes, and then we’ll go in without him,” I said.

      I waited ten more minutes, and when Ginger started to snore from inside my bag, I decided it was time to go in. I needed to get the information I came for, and then take Ginger home so she, and I, could go to bed.

      Unfortunately, the dark moon made the spirits already in Regina’s house more restless, and I could feel the ones on the other side pushing to cross over. It was like a pulse behind a thin layer of skin. I’d need to be extra careful with my protection circle to keep us safe.

      I went around to the back of the house and walked through the back door. I couldn’t remember if I’d left it unlocked before, but I was thankful that I didn’t have to try very hard to break in.

      My circle was going in the exact same spot I’d used before, but this time I’d brought my most powerful protective items. It was the stuff I only broke out in emergencies. I made the actual outline of the circle with graveyard dirt, and pulled a huge hunk of black tourmaline out of my bag. Ginger roused since she’d been leaned up against the black rock. It would ensure that negative energy bounced off the circle. I also lit clove incense powder to ward off any negativity that made it past the tourmaline.

      I was just about to close the circle and finish the cast when Joe showed up. “You’re late,” I said as he walked into the living room where I’d set up the circle.

      “I was…” He started to make an excuse, and then his shoulders slumped as he prepared to confess the truth. “I’m just not sure about being around you when you’re casting spells and using witchcraft, Zoe. It makes me uncomfortable. How do I know you’re not going to turn it on me?”

      “Joe, you eat my cupcakes all of the time. If I wanted to work magic on you, I could just use those. I would never use my magic on you unless you asked me to do it. I don’t interfere with people’s free will. Can you imagine how much money I could make selling love spells if I did? But, I don’t. I’m so disappointed that you think I would do something like that. It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      “I’m sorry, Zoe,” Joe said quickly. “I know this is my hang-up, and it’s not your problem.”

      “Well, if you want to stay, you have to let go of the negativity. There are too many things around that will feed off of it and use it to get through to our world.”

      “Okay,” Joe said.

      “I’ll need to purify you, but I won’t do it unless you agree.”

      “I agree,” he responded.

      I grabbed a small vial of saltwater from my bag, said a chant over it:

      Purify his heart

      Set his mind free

      Let him come into the circle

      So mote it be

      Then I sprinkled Joe with the water and invited him into the circle. He took my hand and stepped inside.

      “Please remember that once I magically close the circle, you have to stay inside at all times no matter what happens. You must stay inside the circle until I open it again. Okay?”

      “No matter what,” he affirmed.

      “If you cross the boundary, you could release the spirits out into the world. You’re going to see some bad ghosts. They are here in the house, but they are still tethered to the other side for the most part. We cannot risk letting them out unfettered. Are you ready?”

      “I am,” he said and took my hand.
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      I wouldn’t normally have held his hand during the ritual, but it seemed to comfort him. That and I didn’t want to let it go.

      I’d already had a cup of the Datura tea at home, and I had a Thermos with another cup in my bag. I drank it and did the spell to summon Regina.

      Regina’s spirit was weak, but I was able to coax her out from the world between ours and the next. Joe’s hand had clamped down on mine like a vice. I turned to look at him, and it really looked like he could bolt at any second.

      I regretted bringing him into it. Perhaps if I wanted to get him to trust magic more, I should have started with something a little less intense than summoning the dead. The question was whether I should keep going and question Regina, or should I close the circle before Joe did something crazy.

      “You cannot cross the circle,” I said and squeezed his hand back as best I could. “It’s okay. As long as you stay in here with me, we’re safe.”

      The malevolent entities tied to the house began to appear. I heard Joe’s breath quicken. Ginger hopped out of the bag, now terrified into being fully awake, and she began her laps around the circle to strengthen the magical barrier.

      “Regina, I’ve called you here to ask you one thing. All I need to know is if you had a will.”

      “No, I never made a will,” Regina said so softly that it was almost impossible to hear.

      “I’m asking because Esmeralda gave Joe a will that said she inherited everything from you.”

      “It’s a fake,” Regina said. “I don’t know who killed me for sure, but I’d put Esmeralda at the top of the list.”

      I didn’t get the chance to ask her if there was another reason besides the will to put Esmeralda at the top of the suspect list. The evil ghosts were trying to rip through their tethers and cross over into the world for real. It wasn’t just the ones that had been in the house already either.

      More started to come like moths to a flame. Ginger and I had seconds before we’d be overwhelmed. I tried to close the circle as fast as I could, but a spirit slipped through untethered.
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      “Shoot,” I exclaimed and took off after the spirit that was headed for the kitchen.

      I cast the Frosty the Ghost spell to freeze the spirit in place. It wasn’t the best spell option available, but it was all I could think of on the spot.

      You cannot move!

      Your arms and legs are stuck!

      Your body is encased in frozen muck!

      The spirit froze in place, but it was taking all of my energy to hold him. Ginger scrambled up next to me and assisted me in keeping the ghost from breaking free of my spell.

      He looked like a young man. I got the feeling that he was sad and lost, and that was better than an evil spirit. I still couldn’t let him go. His sadness could have been a ruse to get me to let my guard down. And even if he wasn’t purely malevolent, a mourning spirit could still inflict a lot of havoc on the world. He had to go back.

      “No one is safe,” he said somberly. “No one.”

      That sounded ominous. Did I want to ask him what he meant, or just send him back? There was always the chance that he was just trying to sound all enigmatic, so he could confuse me and then escape. But I couldn’t in good conscience just banish him without finding out what “no one is safe” meant.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Dark hearts and dark arts don’t mix.”

      Well, that helped a lot. I had no idea what that meant either. Ghosts liked to talk in riddles. Especially ones trying to escape. I’d have to figure out what his cryptic message meant later. I was getting a really bad vibe off the ghost. The dead didn’t have the same type of aura as the living, but if this guy did, he’d be pitch black.

      Back where you came

      Out of my sight

      Your butt is toast

      Go into the light

      The spell worked and the ghost was sent wailing obscenities back into the void. Unfortunately, when I looked around, Joe was gone too.

      Craptacular.

      Had I banished him too?
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      Normally, you couldn’t banish live people, but magic could be weird sometimes. For a moment, I panicked and wondered if I’d be able to bring him back from the other side intact. Could you bring a living person back from the spirit world?

      Before I cast a circle and began trying to practice necromantic rituals that I knew almost nothing about, I decided to take a look around the house. That seemed like a more rational thing to do than freak out.

      Fortunately, I found Joe in the pantry looking a little green. But he was still in the land of the living. It’s not as if he were a coward. Please don’t take that away from this portion of my story. It’s hard on a person the first time they see an evil spirit trying to flee into the world. It’s enough to shake a person to their core.

      Okay, back to the story.

      “I was just trying to stay out of the way of your magic,” he said in a voice he’d forced a couple of octaves down from his normal speaking voice.

      Joe also had his chest puffed out. It was an attempt to look macho and not let me know he’d been scared. Unfortunately for him, I could see the fear in his aura. I wondered why men had to pretend like things didn’t frighten them. I was a witch and some of those malevolent spirts got to me.

      “It’s okay. It happens to everyone the first time they see an untethered malevolent entity,” I said.

      “So about what he said?” Joe asked.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t understand it, and I got the feeling that I shouldn’t stand around having a chat with him. What are you going to do now that we know for sure that the will is a fake?”

      “I have no idea, Zoe. I can’t exactly got to a judge and tell him that the conjured spirit of a murder victim told me the will was fake.”

      “Why not?” I asked

      Joe just stood there for a moment with his mouth partially open until he figured out I was joking. “You’re hilarious,” he said, but I could tell Joe was trying to hide a grin. “I’m going to bring Esmeralda in for questioning. Maybe I can get her to admit the will is a fake.”

      I wanted to ask to listen in on the interrogation, but I knew Joe would put up a fight about that. I was tired, and Ginger had fallen asleep in the middle of the kitchen table. I figure Joe would tell me what happened after he questioned Esmeralda. He always had in the past.

      “I should get home and get some sleep,” I said and yawned.

      “Do you want me to walk you home?”

      “I think I can manage. You’re probably the one that needs me to walk you home,” I said and poked him playfully on the arm.

      He just grunted and then shocked the heck out of me by pulling me into a hug. “Take care of yourself.”

      As soon as he was gone, I wished I’d let him walk me home. I had no idea why I’d turned him down. He’d offered to spend time with me, and all I did was make fun of him for being scared. I could have kicked myself.

      “Why is Joe so afraid of magic?” Ginger’s voice startled me. I thought she was asleep.

      “I don’t know. That’s something he’s never really told me. But it’s okay if he’s afraid of it because it means he respects it. That’s more than I can say for a lot of people.”

      “I just wish he wasn’t so afraid of it because he would make a really good boyfriend,” Ginger said sleepily.

      “Well, you never know if you don’t try. Maybe you should go ahead and ask him out.”

      “Shut your mouth, witch,” she said with a giggle. “I meant for you. He’s not my type.”

      “You’re just as bad as my mother.” I reached into the bag and scratched her between the ears. “So, if Joe isn’t your type, then what is?”

      “Hmmm. I think I’d like to have one of those beefy werebear guys,” she said and giggled again.

      “Well, I’ll be on the lookout for one for you. But in the meantime, I don’t need a matchmaker. I need my familiar. I’ve got a murderer to catch.”
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      The next morning I managed to haul my butt out of bed on only a few hours of sleep. I was going to try and sleep in, but I got an urgent text from my mom.

      I’ve had a headache all morning. It’s probably a brain tumor.

      I sighed and swung my feet over the side of the bed before pushing off into the bathroom to clean up. Her hypochondria thing was really getting out of hand. Okay, it had probably been out of hand for a long time, but that morning it was interrupting my ability to sleep in.

      It crossed my mind to just turn the ringer off and go back to sleep. I was in no mood to deal with her neurosis, but I could almost feel her distress through the phone. I decided that I would go and hopefully talk her out of believing she had a brain tumor.

      When I got to her house, she was standing over a perfectly clean stovetop scrubbing it like her life depended on it. “Mom, it’s clean,” I said.

      “It may look clean to you, but I know differently.”

      “Maybe inhaling all of those chemicals all day is why you have a brain tumor.”

      She dropped her scrubber. “Do you really think I have a brain tumor?”

      I felt my eye twitch. “No, mom. Of course you don’t. But, you probably do have a headache from a combination of constantly sniffing bleach and stressing yourself out.”

      “Remind me why I wanted you to come over?” She picked up her scrub brush and started going at the cook top again. I had no idea why she wasn’t using magic, but maybe the manual labor made her feel better. I felt a twinge of guilt for mouthing off.

      “Well, actually I came over here to talk to you. I was over at Regina’s house last night.”

      “It must be a mess,” she interrupted.

      “Mom.”

      “Fine. Go on. Tell me what you were doing at the dead woman’s house.”

      “Joe and I went there to summon Regina’s spirit.”

      “Oh, now that’s interesting,” she said and put the scrubber down before turning to face me. “Do tell.”

      “Oh, goddess, mom. You’ve got that I’m about to get grandchildren look on your face again.”

      “Sue me.”

      “Have you ever considered how messy children are? They are like walking petri dishes too.”

      Mom just stood there blinking at me like she needed a system reboot. I decided just to finish telling my story.

      “Anyway, Esmeralda claimed to have a will that left her all of Regina’s estate. So Joe and I went there to summon Regina and ask her if the will was real. He’d talked to Esmeralda earlier that day and gotten the feeling she was lying.”

      “And Joe took part in the summoning ritual?” She cocked one of her eyebrows. “You’re making up stories.”

      “I’m not. He was totally there. I think it’s possible that Esmeralda killed Regina to take her money.”

      “Why would Esmeralda leave Regina’s body in the bakery? Why did she try to frame you?”

      “I have no idea.”

      What I did know was that I wanted to confront Esmeralda. I didn’t know if Joe had the chance to interrogate her yet, but I was determined to do a little interrogating of my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t sure where Esmeralda would be, but I had a pretty good idea. My hunch paid off. When I arrived at The Seeing Eye, I could see Esmeralda through the window.

      As I reached for the door handle, I hesitated. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for me to confront the person I thought murdered Regina. No. I knew I would be fine. I had my magic to protection me.

      Just before I was able to pull the door open, Bethany McGrath came out. Her face blanched as her eyes widened to saucers. She had not been expecting to see me.

      “If my husband finds out that I’m coming here to see Esmeralda, he’s going to kill me,” she said softly.

      Hmmm. That was an interesting choice of words. I had to wonder if she was serious. Did Bethany really believe that Thomas would kill her? I was curious to know if she believed her husband would murder her.

      Before I had the chance to ask, Esmeralda came out. Bethany scooted off like she’d seen a snake, and I was left there faced off with the woman I was mostly convinced killed Regina.

      “I was wondering when you were going to come see me,” Esmeralda crowed. “I have to say, I didn’t appreciate you sending your cop boyfriend to interrogate me.”

      “Joe isn’t my boyfriend, and I didn’t send him anywhere.”

      Esmeralda snorted. “What do you want?”

      “I think that you faked Regina’s will and killed her to get her business,” I said.

      “Ha. That’s crazy talk, Zoe. I would never murder Regina and risk her wrath. I can still feel Regina’s spirit in the shop, and she’s just as strong as she was when she was alive. She might even be stronger.”

      I knew that was a lie. It just confirmed my suspicions that Esmeralda was up to no good.

      “Why don’t you come in so I can read your tarot cards?” Esmeralda cooed. “On the house, of course.”

      That felt like a bad idea. I knew she was probably just trying to get me off the street and into the store. To do what, though? Did I really think she was going to kill me too? That seemed farfetched, but it was still too risky.

      “No thanks. We can talk outside. On the street. Where there are witnesses,” I said curtly.

      “Well, this sun is just baking my complexion,” Esmeralda said and pushed a lock of her dark hair away from the fair skin of her forehead. “Would you like a glass of ice tea? I just made it.”

      “No, thank you.” I said. Goddess only knew what she put in that tea. Never accept tea from a woman with a prized poisoner’s garden.

      “Well, if you’re only here to accuse me of Regina’s murder, you can get lost. I didn’t murder anyone. You need to focus your attention elsewhere. It was probably one of Regina’s customers. Some sucker got mad about all the money they spent on fake psychic readings and useless bags of herbs. How about the McGraths? Or, maybe it was Regina’s boyfriend, Jacob Snide. They weren’t getting along too well. In fact, they never got along very well. Besides, I have an alibi for the night Regina died. I was with Buzz McGrath all night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked down the street to Your Fly’s Open. If Esmeralda claimed to have been with Buzz all night, I wanted to confirm it. As I reached for the door handle, I felt something wiggling in my purse.

      “Ginger, is that you?”

      “None other.”

      “Have you been in there the whole time?”

      “Yeah. I was going to pop out and give your mom the vapors, but she seemed a little overwrought today.”

      “That was kind of you.”

      “What can I say? I’m a peach.”

      “You might want to stay in there while I talk to Buzz.”

      “Fine.”

      We went inside, and it was like a ghost town. There was no one on the sales floor and there were no customers as far as I could see. I walked to the back and looked in Buzz’s office. He wasn’t there. So I made my way into the stock room and found Buzz lying on the floor between two stacks of shelves.

      My heart began to pound so loud that I could hear it in my ears. Was he dead? I knelt beside him to check his pulse. The second I touched him, he woke up and sat bolt upright.

      He screamed.

      I screamed.

      Ginger screamed.

      She’d climbed out of my bag and was on the floor next to Buzz. He turned his head toward Ginger and his eyes went wide with wonder. “Did she just scream?”

      “No. You must have been hit on the head or something. Guinea pigs can’t scream,” I said.

      Not everyone in Destiny Cove knew everything there was to know about witches and familiars. Some of the residents didn’t even know they lived amongst magical beings, and I wasn’t going to be the one to tell them.

      “What happened to you?” I asked and tried to help him to his feet.

      “I was doing inventory on a new shipment, and I heard footsteps behind me. I turned around to see who it was, and that’s the last thing I remember. I don’t know how long I’ve been out.”

      “Well, it’s late morning. When did you start taking inventory?”

      “I was taking it early this morning before we were supposed to open.” Buzz rubbed the back of his head, but I didn’t know if was because it hurt or if it was just an unconscious gesture. “Are Jacob and Lila okay?”

      “They aren’t in the store. Nobody is in the store, Buzz.”

      “Oh, no. I hope they are okay. But if they were okay, wouldn’t they have helped me?”

      “I would think so. Do you think they were kidnapped or something?”

      Or maybe they were the killers? I’d never considered that there could be more than one, but it was entirely possible.

      “I don’t know. I’m worried that Esmeralda did something to them,” he said and rubbed the back of his head again.

      “Esmeralda?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been thinking a lot about who could have killed Regina, and I’m convinced it was Esmeralda.”

      I hadn’t expected that. Esmeralda had said she was with Buzz the night Regina died. In fact, that’s why I’d gone to Your Fly’s Open. I had to wonder if I should even ask about Esmeralda’s alibi.

      “Esmeralda said she was with you the night Regina died. That’s why I came here. I wanted to ask you about it.”

      “That’s not true,” he said. “She was supposed to come over to my house, but she called at the last minute and canceled. I knew our little rendezvous plan was too good to be true.”

      “Are you guys dating?”

      “No. It wasn’t anything like that. Just two lonely people getting together for some fun without strings,” he said. “But of course, it was never really going to happen. I should have known better. I bet she did kill Regina. Maybe Lila and Jacob knew something about it?”

      “Whoever attacked you wasn’t Esmeralda,” I said. “She was being questioned by Joe this morning. I’m almost sure of that. After that she was at The Seeing Eye with… A client. I saw them together before I came here.”

      I helped Buzz to his office and into his chair, all the while wondering if maybe Esmeralda wasn’t doing a reading for Bethany. What if they had conspired together to kill Regina? Both of them had a good reason to want her dead. But where were Jacob and Lila? I had to figure out if they were missing or if Jacob had something to do with the murder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Joe.” I tried to keep my voice steady.

      “Yeah, Zoe. What’s wrong?” He’d picked up the phone after one ring, so I hoped that meant he wasn’t in the middle of something important.

      “I went to Your Fly’s Open to talk to Buzz, and I found him unconscious in the stock room. Someone attacked him. Jacob and Lila are gone. He said they’d been there with him. Was Esmeralda with you early this morning?”

      “Yes. I brought her in to talk to her.”

      “So she’s probably not the one who attacked Buzz.”

      “Doubtful. I’ve had Deputy Block following her.”

      “Okay. Yeah, Neil would have seen her go into Your Fly’s Open then.”

      “Stay there, Zoe. I’m headed your way.”

      I decided to listen to him for once. I went back inside to check on Buzz. I felt bad about going outside to use my phone, but I got terrible reception inside the building. When I walked back into Buzz’s office, he was rubbing the back of his head and grimacing. I worried more that he’d taken a blow to the head.

      “I’m going to call an ambulance,” I said. “I think you need to go to the hospital and get checked out.”

      “I think it’ll be okay. There’s not even much of a bump.”

      “I’m going to call anyway. Sit tight.”

      Joe arrived while I was on the phone with the emergency dispatcher. “Is he all right?” he asked when I hung up.

      “I think it was a blow to the head.”

      “I’m going to go talk to him,” Joe said.

      I followed him back inside. Buzz was just sitting there sort of staring off into space, and I was glad I’d called an ambulance.

      “Hey, Buzz,” Joe said. “The ambulance is on its way.”

      “Thanks, Sheriff,” he said and grimace-smiled. “It’s really starting to smart.”

      “We’ll make sure you get fixed up,” Joe said. “Before you go, can you give me Jacob’s address? It’ll be easier for me to get it from you then to run his DMV records.”

      Buzz wrote the address down and handed it to Joe. “You think he’s at home?”

      “I’m going to get to the bottom of it,” Joe said. “You just worry about getting better.”

      We stepped out of the way when the paramedics arrived. A few minutes later, they had Buzz loaded up in the ambulance and were off.

      “I’m going to go see if Jacob is at home,” Joe said as soon as they were gone.

      “I want to go with you.”

      “If Jacob hit Buzz over the head, he could have kidnapped Lila to cover up the crime. Lila could be in danger. That would mean you’d be in danger too, Zoe.”

      “I want to go with you. I don’t know what Jacob is capable of, but I need to be there, so I can use my magic to keep you safe. I’m more worried about you being in danger.”

      “No, Zoe. I’m going alone. You need to go home. This is police work, and I’ll do it the old-fashioned way.”

      “Fine,” I said and crossed my arms over my chest.

      My pouting must have been convincing, because Joe shot me a look and then left. He actually believed I was going to go home and wait. I did wait. For him to leave. And then I followed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      My mission was to protect Joe. I couldn’t do that if I blew my cover, so I parked my car down the block. I watched as Joe knocked on the door, but no one answered. He knocked again and waited a minute.

      When no one came to the door the second time, Joe tried the knob. It was open, and he disappeared inside. I really wanted to get out of my car and go into the house, but I made myself stay put.

      “What’s he doing?” Ginger whispered.

      “He’s still in the house,” I said. “Why are you whispering?”

      “‘Cause we’re on a stakeout.”

      I was about to point out that she didn’t need to whisper since we were in a car a block away, but Joe came out of Jacob’s house. Apparently he didn’t find anything because he typed something into his phone and then got back in his car.

      Joe drove out to a house on a cliff overlooking the ocean. Fortunately, he never noticed my car behind him. A little magic and the fact that I drove a boring sedan helped.

      I couldn’t pull into the driveway behind him, so I parked the car off the side of the road and crept up to the property to hide behind some bushes. I watched as Joe knocked on the door and Lila answered.

      Lila’s hair was a mess and she looked flustered. Joe followed her into the house and the door closed behind them. I waited, but no one came out. After about five minutes, I started to get nervous. Ten minutes in and I was really worried. Jacob hadn’t come to the door, and I had to wonder if he was in the house too. Maybe he was holding them hostage.

      I walked up to the front door, but before I knocked, I got a bad feeling. My intuition screamed at me to find another way.

      So I walked around the side of the house, stood on my toes, and peeked in a window. I almost gasped when I saw the scene playing out in the house, but I bit the inside of my cheek to stifle it. Lila had Joe held at gunpoint. He was tied to a chair and she had her gun aimed at his head.

      I was in complete shock, but I channeled that emotion and sent a blast of energy into Lila. It knocked her over, and I didn’t hesitate to shove open the window and climb inside.

      Lila jumped up and aimed the gun at Joe again. “If you use your magic on me again, Joe will take his last breath,” she snarled.

      “Get out of here, Zoe,” Joe said.

      “Shut up, Deputy Do-gooder,” Lila said. “You and I both know she’s not going to leave your side. I know the both of you are completely in love with each other.”

      “Lila, stop,” I said. “Put the gun down before I have to do something that could hurt you.”

      “That’s the problem with you, Zoe. You’ve got a man who is obviously completely in love with you, and you are too stupid to see it. Jacob is the same way. I’ve loved him for years, but he was blind because of his love for Regina. It made him stupid. She didn’t deserve him. I deserve him. So I tricked Regina into meeting me in your shop. I told her that you had another book and I gave her the tea I made from the monkshood in Esmeralda’s garden. Regina was so blinded by her love of money, she didn’t see it coming. I thought that Jacob would finally forget about her and fall in love with me. I even killed Regina in your shop so he’d stay away from you. He was always going into the bakery to get cupcakes. I didn’t need him falling in love with you instead. I’d already worked too hard.”

      She was ranting so hard that I had to take advantage of the fact that she was completely distracted. I used my magic to knock the gun out of Lila’s hand while Ginger chewed the knots holding Joe.

      As soon as he was free, Joe grabbed Lila and put her in handcuffs. Jacob was tied to a chair in the kitchen. I took the gag out of his mouth.

      “Is Buzz okay?” was the first thing he said.

      “He is,” I said. “What happened?”

      “Lila lost her mind this morning when I said I didn’t want another one of those cupcakes. No offense or anything, Zoe, but I wasn’t in the mood for sweet so early. I told her that I’d probably want a cupcake later, but that I was going to go over to the bakery to see if you had any Blueberry Bliss. I totally forgot it was your day off. Anyway, she snapped and yelled at me that I was in love with you. She said that I should be in love with her. I had no idea what she was talking about. Lila pulled out a gun and said I was coming with her. She hit Buzz over the head and then made me drive to her house. She was completely nuts, Zoe. I had no idea she even liked me let alone that she was bat-split in love with me.”

      “Sometimes love is deaf, dumb, and blind,” I said with a shrug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Neil came and took Lila away to the jail. An ambulance came and took Jacob to the hospital to be checked out. Lila pistol-whipped him a couple of times, and they wanted to make sure he didn’t have a skull fracture or a broken jaw.

      That left me alone with Joe, and boy, was he not happy with me. “Why can’t you ever listen to me?” he demanded when everyone was gone.

      “I needed to make sure you were safe. There was no way that I could leave you alone.”

      For a moment his face hardened, and then it relaxed. He pulled me into hug. “You better never jump between me and a gun again.”

      “I don’t plan on it.”

      At least I knew we were still friends. But did I want to bring up all of the stuff Lila said about relationships? Did I even want to go there? I felt something in my chest. It was like a pull toward him. Almost as if there was a bit of gravity there. I didn’t quite understand it, but the feeling did pique my curiosity.

      I didn’t have to say anything, though. “What do you make of what Lila said? Like, she was crazy, right? That stuff she kept saying about relationships… If people were really in love…. Wouldn’t they know it?”

      “I think that what I told Jacob was true. Love can be deaf, dumb, and blind.”

      “I couldn’t handle it if anything ever happened to you. No matter what, we’re friends for life. I’m sorry that I doubted you. I know that words don’t mean much, but I’ll work hard every day to make it up to you, Zoe.”

      Even though I had my best friend back, I couldn’t help the slight slump in my shoulders. I didn’t expect him to confess his undying love for me, but I couldn’t help being a little disappointed. It was a shock even to me. I hadn’t expected to feel letdown by him not saying he loved me.

      “Zoe?” Concern etched lines around his eyes. “You seem upset suddenly.”

      “No, I’m good. It’s good, Joe. I’m glad we’re still friends. I would have been heartbroken if I lost my best friend.”

      I think he could sense there was more too it. “Look, Zoe. I have a lot of things I need to work through. I haven’t been fair to you. But they are things I need to work on. Can you be patient with me? I know I’ve already asked for too much, but now I’m asking for just a little bit more time. I don’t want this to be the end of this conversation. Can we come back to it soon?”

      “Yes,” I said and felt the butterflies dance in my stomach. He did feel something. I could see it in his aura.

      “I know the bakery is closed today, but you wouldn’t happen to have any extra Blueberry Bliss cupcakes lying around, would you? I could sure use one right now.”

      “I don’t, but let’s go to my house. I’ll whip up a batch for us.”

      “Yes!” The tiny voice came from inside my bag.

      “Oh, my gosh, Ginger,” I said and pulled her out of my purse. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll live,” she said with a snort. “I’ll be even better when I get my paws on one of those cupcakes. Mind sharing, Joe?”

      “Not at all,” he said with a smile.
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      A while later, the town of Destiny Cove held its annual Mabon Festival. I had my booth as usual, and my cupcakes were selling like hotcakes.

      Buzz and Jacob stopped by to see me. They had both fully recovered physically from the drama with Lila. Regina’s spirit had been set free, and I believed that was helping Jacob move on from his grief. It would take a while, but at least he had a chance.

      Esmeralda had her fortune-telling booth set up. She’d been given a plea bargain for faking the will. It was a huge fine and a few years of probation. I doubted that she’d be as bad as Regina, but I still vowed to keep my eye on her. Joe agreed.

      Bethany and Joe McGrath had decided to move out of Destiny Cove. Bethany was getting help for her addiction to psychic readings, and Thomas had perfected his pesticide formula for a huge chemical corporation. They had money enough to move back into the city. I wished them well and sent them off with a box of Caramel Apple Carefree cupcakes. A flavor the Cookbook of Shadows had revealed to me just in time for the festival.

      They were so popular, it appeared I would sell out before noon. I had to decide if I was going to run back to the bakery and whip up more or just enjoy the day.

      In the end, I decided to take the rest of the day off so I could enjoy spending some time with my mom and Joe. The bakery would open again in the morning, and the town of Destiny Cove could come get all the cupcakes they wanted.

      I was glad that my town was safe, and I hoped that I’d never find a body in my bakery again. But, if I did, I knew I had the magical skills to make things right.
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