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Foreword

 

Blast Off with us into the Magic and Mayhem Universe!

 

I’m Robyn Peterman, the creator of the Magic and Mayhem Series and I’d like to invite you to my Magic and Mayhem Universe.

 

What is the Magic and Mayhem Universe, you may ask?

 

Well, let me explain…

 

It’s basically authorized fan fiction written by some amazing authors that I stalked and blackmailed! KIDDING! I was lucky and blessed to have some brilliant authors say yes! They have written brand new stories using my world and some of my characters. And let me tell you…the results are hilarious!

 

So here it is! Blast off with us into the hilarious Magic and Mayhem Universe. Side splitting books by fantabulous authors! Check out each and every one. You will laugh your way to a magical HEA!

 

For all the stories, go to https://magicandmayhemuniverse.com/. Grab your copy today!

 


 

 

 

 

Blue Balls Falls, Virginia, where the magical residents have no idea how to control their magic, or the magic that seems to pop up out of nowhere.

Few things have happened since you were here last year, and none of it is really worth mentioning. I mean, Broo and Amir are still dancing around each other. Come to think of it, Bethilda and Leon are, too.

My sister, Kandy and her love, Morgan, are doing very well. Though, honestly, if they don’t slow down, there will be little witchy-demonlings wandering around soon and none of us are ready for that.

Our parents are off wandering the magical globe and we don’t know when they plan to come back.

My other sister, Kyla is… Well, Kyla is Kyla.

And me… You’re about to find out about me in the next few pages, so keep your valuables close to your person, and keep your limbs inside the ride at all times.


 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

“Oh, frackin’ fudge. That’s not going to work out.” I double checked the ingredient list. Something about it didn’t seem right.

Then again, I could be reading it wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time, not that I’d told anyone.

I was supposed to be a cookie witch like my sisters. Well, they weren’t cookie witches. Kandy was a candy witch who made the most amazing sweet treats. Her claim to fame was little sticks of sugar called Witchin’ Stix. And then there was Kyla who could make any sort of cake your heart desired. Some of her creations were out of this world. Probably out of the next one, too. And just like them, I was spectacular in the kitchen, but in all honesty, these recipes that I’d unearthed in the attic from my great aunt’s storage trunk didn’t read like any other recipes that I’d come across before.

Oh sure, they were named right, like Chocolate Cake, Lemon Bundt Cake, Winning Sugar Cookies, but so far, the cakes hadn’t turned out quite right and the sugar cookies seemed more than a little dubious. “What am I doing so wrong?” I murmured.

“Talking to yourself again?”

I sighed at the sound of the female voice full of purr and determination. “I am.”

“You could talk to me.”

“No.”

“But why? I’m here to help.”

“I don’t need help.” She’d been offering for several months now. I hadn’t been then, and I wasn’t now in need of help. I got that she was a bit unsure where she belonged since her warlock had died, but I didn’t need a cat or a familiar, even though all witches were supposed to have familiars.

“Sounds like you do.”

“I don’t.” And I was trying to be nice about my refusals. I could only say no so many times, though.

“I think you’re in denial about it.”

“I’m not in denial about anything.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“I don’t think you are.”

“Will you please go away?”

“Why would I do that? You need my help. If I go away, I won’t be able to help you.”

“I already said that I don’t need any help.”

“Again, denial. Let me help. That’s my job.”

“Shari, that’s not your job.”

“Sure it is.”

“And what are the strings to that?”

“You’re so skeptical.” She sounded as bored with the conversation as I was.

“Not skeptical. Just wary when it comes to you and your brothers.”

“I totally get it regarding them, but I’m not them.”

“Well, I appreciate the offer, but no thanks.”

“You’re not as easy to please as your sister.”

“Which one? I have two.”

“Kandy. She’s easier and more receptive.”

“She’s been stuck with Larry for a while. When he wasn’t Barry, that is. But to use your words, I’m not her and she’s not me. Why don’t you go see if Kyla would like to have a cat?”

“Because.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t you want to know why?”

“Nope.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep.”

“Fine, I’ll tell you. You don’t have to beg. Barry has a crush on her.”

I stood to my full height, which admittedly wasn’t terribly tall and looked at the black cat sitting on the corner of the kitchen table, grooming one of her paws.

She had my attention now. “Barry has a crush on Kyla?”

“Yep.”

“They can’t… I mean, you know that, right?”

She rolled her eyes and that was a first for me. I’d never seen a cat roll their eyes before. Then again, I didn’t know cats all that well.

“Of course I know that, but Barry doesn’t seem to think that’s much of an obstacle.”

“He’s in for a rude awakening,” I stated. “So, while he’s trying to woo her, you needed something to do, is that it?”

“Not exactly how I’d put it, but sure. I don’t have a place anymore. I don’t have a magical. I don’t have anything or anyone.”

I met her green gaze and had to admit, reluctantly, that she had seemed to become more and more sad the last few times she’d been at the house. Was that why she’d been so persistent?

She was as snarky as ever, but the repeated rejection must take a toll on her the way it took on anyone who’d ever lost pretty much everything and wasn’t wanted by anyone.

Well, fudge. Now I felt bad.

And she was the better of the three sibling cats. The smarter, at least.

“I’ll make a deal with you.”

Her ears perked up and she sat up straight, her front paws perfectly aligned. “I’m listening.”

I was the one who fought against rolling my eyes this time around. Her haughty tone was back as I should have expected.

“You can stay here, but you have to pull your own weight.”

“What does that entail?”

“You make a mess, you clean it up.”

“I do that anyway.”

“I am not your servant.”

“I’m not yours.”

At least we were in agreement there. “You won’t sleep in the bed, but we’ll find you something suitable. In fact, you won’t sleep on the furniture at all.”

“My warlock let me sleep in his room. I had a small bed on the floor beside his rather massive one.”

“Do you miss him? Your warlock?”

“Yes. I didn’t have to do much, but he liked having me around and I liked being around him. He was nice to me. He was the first real family I had, the only one who’d ever really cared about me and what happened to me.”

That confession made my heart hurt. I didn’t know what that felt like. I was close to Kandy and Kyla and we had each other no matter what. I knew that if something happened to me that they’d miss me.

I couldn’t imagine going through life without them.

I couldn’t imagine going through life knowing I had sisters, but not seeing them.

Shari the Cat was going to run all over me because I was going to let her just so she never had to feel alone and unloved again.

“Well, this can be your new home,” I said, trying to keep my voice strong. I picked up the sugar cookie recipe, pretending to give it another read through so Shari didn’t see the tears filling my eyes at all she’d been through in her little cat life. I blew on a speck of dust, or what I thought was a speck of dust, but when the swirling began in midair, I began to realize that might have been a mistake. I backed up and dropped the piece of paper to the floor.

Apparently, this was not a normal sugar cookie recipe.

Flour flew into the air, taking shape in ways it was never meant to and the wooden spoon in the bowl lifted itself out, flinging sugar into the air.

“Kaydence?”

“I… I have no idea,” I said to Shari. She jumped from the table and came to wrap herself around my ankles. I didn’t know if she was freaked out or scared, but I could honestly say that I wasn’t sure which one I was, though I was leaning toward a combination of both.

I moved along the counter to the far edge of the kitchen. I wasn’t looking to escape, was I? Was I willing to leave my little house to whatever it was that was happening?

As shapes began to form and take on more human like qualities, I realized that yes, yes, I was willing to abandon my house and run like hell for Kyla’s place.

“What are we supposed to do, Kay?”

“I don't know.”

“Do you know who they are?”

“Not a freakin’ clue.”

By the time I'd finished my statement, three corporeal beings made of flour and sugar floated several inches above the floor in my kitchen.

Two women and one man. 

Clothing from another decade.

One of the women carried a cane. The man wore a Bowler hat on and small, round eyeglasses.

For a moment, I wasn't sure if they even realized Shari the Cat and I stood on the other side of the room, stupefied.

I didn’t have to be unsure for long. All eyes turned to me and if I could’ve molded myself into the cabinets, I’d have done so in an instant.

“Gertie?”

“That’s not Gertie.”

“Of course, it’s Gertie. Just look at that mane of hair.”

“She’s too young to be Gertie.”

“Then who is she?”

“And if she’s not Gertie, what’s she doing in Gertie’s house?”

“Where’s Gertie, Missy,” the ghost with the cane asked, inching closer, cane out in front of her and pointed in my direction.

“I-I don’t know her.”

“You look just like her.”

“And you freed us. She didn’t give anyone her spell recipes nor share her secrets with anyone, so fess up.”

Bowler Hat took a step forward, drawing a hiss from Shari. He stopped, looked down at her and sneered. She sneered back.

“Is Gertie dead?”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

“Fine. You don’t want to tell us, you don’t have to tell us. We’ll find out on our own.”

“What year is it? I don’t recognize anything.”

“2019.”

All three ghosts looked at me with ever widening eyes. Disbelief spread from one face to another. “We’ve been under the spell for all these years?”

“That doesn’t seem possible. It doesn’t feel like it’s been that long.”

“How long?” I asked.

“Since 19… Since 19… I don’t remember. Do either of you remember?”

“I don’t.”

“Well, that’s not surprising. You couldn’t remember anything then either.”

“How do you know?”

“I… I don’t know how I know. It’s like I know some things, but not others. Like details. I don’t seem to recall details.”

“Maybe the girl is telling the truth. Maybe she isn’t Gertie.”

“I told you I wasn’t.”

“But you look just like her.”

“Who is Gertie?” I asked. Again.

“How did you get this house?”

“It was passed down to me by my aunt.”

“Was Gertie your aunt?”

“No. Gracie was.”

I picked through my brain looking for any reference of a Gertie and couldn’t find one. And if she was my aunt, then she should be there, someone should have, would have mentioned her.

“Either way, Gertie is likely as dead as we are, and she’s not here, so what say we take ourselves on a stroll through town?”

“You can’t go strolling through town,” I said.

“Why not?”

“Because you’re ghosts and ghosts can’t just go anywhere they want to go.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.” I thought about all I knew about ghosts, which was hardly anything at all, I was sad to say.

“We were bound by the spell, but I don’t recall anything ever being said about us not being able to go out if we were ever unspelled.”

“Why were you spelled?”

“Because Gertie didn’t like us.”

“She didn’t? Are you sure?” Bowler Hat asked. He seemed confused and uncertain.

“How are you able to remember that, but not anything else?”

“I don’t know. Things are coming and going and I’m not able to hold onto any thoughts long enough.”

“So, a spell was put on you by this Gertie person because she didn’t like you? That seems like a pretty flimsy reason to put a spell on a person, let alone three persons.”

“That’s what we thought, too, but…”

Bowler Hat reached for the kitchen door, but his hand slipped right through the metal of the knob. He tried again and Shari the Cat laughed. The ghost turned to her and hissed, his cheeks hollowing, his teeth growing long, his eyes sinking into his corporeal face. It was hideous and when Shari hid behind my legs, I couldn’t blame her. I wanted to hide, too.

After a moment, his rather kind looking smile returned, but I wouldn’t be forgetting the creepiness.

He turned back to the door, stepped into it, and then, through it.

“Oh, look, we can leave.” Cane Lady said in one breath, but when Bowler Hat reappeared, she sighed. “What happened? Why did you come back?”

“I didn’t come back. I was out there, outside and then I was back inside. I didn’t do it myself.”

“Maybe you didn’t do it right.”

“There’s a right way to do it?”

“There must be. You left and came back.”

“Then you try, you old biddy.”

“I will.”

Leaning heavily on her cane, she moved toward the door, motioned for her friend to move back, then she stepped through. Within seconds, she was back.

“See?” He cackled. “I told you.”

“Obviously, neither of you are doing it right,” the third ghost said. She was pretty unremarkable to look at. Her face was plain and her eyes bland. She didn’t appear to have any sort of personality which was likely why I hadn’t paid much attention to her until she spoke up.

Cane Lady huffed. “What would you know about doing it right?”

“That you’re not.”

She stomped toward the door. At least, the motion she made with her legs would indicate she was stomping, though there was no sound. Out she went, and back she came.

The three of them looked back and forth between themselves, then all turned toward me. “Lift your spell on the house.”

“I don’t have a spell on the house.”

“We can’t leave.”

“I told you I didn’t think you’d be able to.”

“But Gertie didn’t tell us we wouldn’t be able to, so this must be your doing.”

“Why would you think the woman who put a spell on you would give you instructions about what you could and couldn’t do if someone else accidentally broke the spell or suspended it?”

And why was I arguing with ghosts? 

“The girl has a point.”

“Well, there’s got to be a way out of here. It’s barely better than being trapped in a cookie recipe.”

“What exactly do you three want to do?”

“Stroll through town, of course. There’s bound to be new things to do and people to see.”

I wondered if anyone other than me would be able to see them, but then I wondered why I wondered. What I should be concerned about is who they were, why they were cursed to exist in a recipe, and how to get rid of them.

And now that I’d figured that out, I asked, “Why did this Gertie put a spell on you three in the first place?”

“I don’t really remember.”

“Oh hogwash, you do so remember. No use lying to the woman. It’s not like she can put us back in the recipe.”

“She can’t?”

“No. Only a witch related to Gertie would be able to do that.”

That one statement settled pretty much everything for me. I needed to find out who Gertie was and who happened to be her nearest descendent. Pronto.

“Gertie was suspicious. She kept tabs on the comings and goings of the town’s residents and visitors.”

“She wasn’t just suspicious. She was a busybody.”

“She didn’t like us on sight.”

“Why not?” I mean, other than being a little rude, Kay figured they could’ve been nice people at some point.

Then again, if I’d been trapped inside a recipe for years, I might be a little rude too.

“We were new in town and not many new people happened upon this little area without having a reason for being here.”

“And did you? Have a reason for being here?”

Bowler Hat licked his lips. “Oh yes.”

“Get that dreamy look off your face, you nincompoop. You’re part of the reason we’re in this mess. I think.”

“What was the reason?” I prompted after several minutes of silence and the three of them looking off into space.

“Her cookie recipe.”

“You mean…?” I pointed to the paper still on the floor where I’d let it drop.

“Yes. The very same.”

“You wanted the recipe or the cookies?” It’s not that I couldn’t connect dots. I mean, I knew them being here had something to do with the recipe, but some of the dots were a little fuzzy or nonexistent altogether.

“Both,” Bowler Hat man replied.

“Her cookies were famous the world over with witches and all manner of paranormal creatures. And her recipe was award winning. It was worth a fortune.”

I sighed. It was just like the pumpkin cheesecake thing all over again. Thankfully, when Broo arrived in Blue Balls Falls, she was able to get her mother’s bakery up and running again and things strangely seemed to balance themselves out for the first time in a long time. Of course, then my sister, Kandy… Well, her magic was hijacked by little demonlings called Wickeds. But, once things on that end were resolved, jealousy and all, balance was once again restored.

However…

“You were here to buy…”

“No, dear. We were here to steal.”

Of course. Criminals. Gertie, whoever she was, trapped three criminals in a recipe. Kind of genius, though. Curse them to exist inside the thing they wanted most.

“Gertie caught us in the act, right here in this kitchen, or one that looked near identical to it. We didn’t know she was on to us. Not until it was too late.”

“She wasn’t supposed to be here, you see.”

“Where was she supposed to be?”

“On a date with me,” Bowler Hat said. His ghostly eyes hardened and his lips thinned. I didn’t know if he was upset with himself or Gertie, but it wasn’t a very pleasant, warm and fuzzy look on his face.

“He was supposed to woo her, then keep her out of the house two nights before Christmas. That’s when her cookies held the most magic. We’d planned to steal it that night.”

“But she came back?”

“She never showed up for our date and I’ve been wondering all these years if she never actually left the house. That was the only way she could have caught you two trying to steal it.”

My eyes traveled from one ghost to the next, trying to fit all the pieces of the puzzle together. I wasn’t entirely sure I needed to know the whole story. What I really needed to know was how to get rid of the ghosts without drawing attention to the situation.

I did have one question. Okay, well, I had a few questions, but… “Were you dead when she cursed you?”

“Heavens no, girl. There would have been no point in that.”

“Yes, to trap us inside the recipe was quite good on Gertie’s part.”

“It was. I thought for sure she’d have us thrown in the magical pokey and leave us to Baba Yaga.”

Oh, man… Baba Yaga. I didn’t want to deal with her at all. But that meant I needed to figure this out on my own and this was well outside my area of expertise.

“So, if you weren’t dead, how are you ghosts now?”

“The curse zapped us of our life force. The longer we resided in the recipe, the less life force and free will we had. Eventually, it left us as nothing more than what you see now.”

“What have you been doing all these years while trapped? Is there another plane of existence?”

“Something like that. There’s this lovely room that smells of sugar and flour and outside it is the very last moment of each of our lives before we were cursed.”

“Wow. Just…wow. I had no idea Blue Balls Falls had such things in its past. I thought it was just a sleepy little magical town for misfits.” Of course, there was matter of Broo’s mother and the evil warlock.

“Blue Balls Falls?”

“Where’s that?”

“That’s here. The town you wanted to stroll through.”

“We’re not from Blue Balls Falls. How did we get here? How did you get Gertie’s things if you’re not related to her?”

“I’m so confused.”

“Where are you guys from, then?”

“Graysville, West Virginia.”

“Never heard of it. We’re in Virginia, hidden from the humans in a valley.”

“Maybe that’s why we can’t leave. It’s not the spell. It’s because we’re not home.”

“We have to get back to Graysville.”

Three sets of ghostly eyes focused on me. “I don’t know what you expect me to do, but no. I have no way to get you back to a town that I’ve never heard of. The only one who would know what to do would probably be Baba Yaga and I don’t talk to her unless it’s an emergency. This doesn’t classify as one.”

“Doesn’t it though?” Shari the Cat asked. “I think it kind of does.”

“The cat has a point.”

“I have a question,” Ms. Unremarkable said.

“Sure.”

“Is it Christmas? It doesn’t feel like Christmas, but your house is decorated like it is.”

“No, it’s not Christmas. It’s Christmas in July.” This was a subject I could talk about.

Along with the outside being decorated, the inside was like a Christmas Shoppe. Every room had a color theme and the scent of cinnamon, and balsam and fir floated throughout the house.

I’d set up an antique Christmas village in the living room near the fireplace, complete with a model train set.

And then, there were the Christmas trees. One in each room and I couldn’t say that I didn’t use a bit of magic to set them up and decorate them, but in my defense, they would be for the enjoyment of anyone who came to visit.

Christmas music sounded from all corners as well, unless there was a Christmas movie on television, which there often was.

“They moved Christmas from December to July?”

“That seems rather odd.”

“No, they didn’t move Christmas. This is just a mid-year celebration for some. Shopping sales and holiday movies on television. I love Christmas, so I try to celebrate. I mean, I didn’t know Christmas in July existed until Broo came to town and mentioned it one day and I thought I should try it out.”

“Sounds kind of nice. Is that why you were baking Gertie’s cookies?”

“Yes. I found the recipe in a trunk in the attic.”

And now I have to go.”

“Go?” Shari the Cat asked, her usually docile, friendly tone, rising. “Go where?”

“Out.”

“Good idea.”

“You’re staying here with… them.”

“I don’t want to stay with them.”

“Well, I’m not going to leave them here alone.”

“Good point. Maybe we can call Barry or Larry.”

“Oh no. I’m not leaving them here alone, either. You’re staying to watch over the ghosts and I’m going out to try and find some answers.”

“That’s excellent,” Cane Lady exclaimed.

“Answers to send you back somewhere that isn’t here.”

“That’s rude.”

“Maybe, but this is my house and all I wanted was to bake a batch of Christmas cookies. Not entertain three thieving ghosts.”

“There’s no need for name calling.”

“But if the shoe fits…” I gathered my little black bag and turned to Shari. “Please take care of my house.”

One blink, then two, and I was outside on the front walk. Even in the bright light of day, the glowing lights around the eaves twinkled. I’d added candy cane sticks to the edges of the steps this year, too. The yard decorations… lighted gingerbread men, Christmas trees, and blow up figures made my heart happy. 

Christmas in July or Christmas in December, I didn’t care. Christmas was my favorite.

Now… Who did I go to for some answers about my unwanted, corporeal guests?


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

“Gertie? Who’s Gertie?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” I said, exasperated.

My sisters stared at me over their drinks outside the diner. Kandy had been guzzling strawberry lemonade for weeks. I’d say she was addicted to it and she’d probably agree with me. I’d never seen her like this. Broo made a pitcher of it at the first sign of warmer weather and Kandy had been hooked. Our other sister, Kyla, was all about plain lemonade. I liked both.

I don’t know why we hadn’t had it in so long.

Broo had brought some much needed life to Blue Balls Falls. Looking back to the time before she’d come, life hadn’t had much color or pizzazz. Things were the same, day in and day out. But with her, along with some unfortunate explosions and frequent visits from Baba Yaga, there was also laughter, new foods and drinks to try, and a revitalization with more and more magicals visiting from other areas again.

There were also the demons. And the Wickeds.

There were the cats and Broo’s mate, Amir, who’d once been a cursed frog.

Blue Balls Falls was a bit of a destination.

Of course, I wish it wasn’t a destination for the ghosts in my house.

“Do you guys have any ideas? Any at all? What about Morgan?”

“What about him?” Kandy asked as she fished a strawberry from the bottom of her glass with a straw.

“Maybe he can help.”

“What about Merrick?” Kyla asked, her tone sugar sweet.

I forced a bland smile. “What about him?”

“Maybe he can help.”

“Why would you think that?” I’d been avoiding the handsome as sin demon for months and didn’t plan to stop any time soon. He was too beautiful, too smooth, too much of everything and I didn’t want that in my life. Plus, under all that pretty, he was a demon. Though, that argument wouldn’t hold much water considering Kandy’s mate was a demon and once she accepted that fact, the two couldn’t seem to keep their hands off each other.

Kind of like she couldn’t keep her hands off the lemonade.

“Why don’t we call Baba Yaga to come deal with the ghosts and be done with it?”

Kandy and I both stared at Kyla.

Kandy spoke first. “We should wash your mouth out with soap for saying that.”

“Why? She’ll show up anyway in the end, so why not let her have her fun at the beginning and then we won’t have to get in trouble later.”

I had to admit Ky did have a point. There were all sorts of ways this whole thing could go sideways if we tried to fix it ourselves, but Baba Yaga? Really?

I shook my head. “I think we can handle three ghosts,” I said with a lot more confidence than I felt.

“I agree,” Kandy offered in solidarity. She’d had to deal with Baba Yaga last time things went a little haywire around town and didn’t want a repeat. “Do you have any idea what we should do first?” she asked.

“I think the first thing to do is figure out why the ghosts think I look just like Gertie.”

“Maybe their eyesight is all wonky,” Ky added, as she used a tiny bit of magic to refill her glass of lemonade.

“Could be, but they seemed pretty certain.”

“What about Bethilda or Leon? They’ve been around the longest. Well, there’s Amir, too, but I’d go with Bethilda, if it were me.”

“Okay. Then you can talk to Leon.”

Kandy’s eyes widened at the suggestion. The two had had… Well, let’s just say Leon was a little scarred from his interactions with Barry the Cat when he’d lured Kandy into the shooting range in an effort to prove he could be wicked.

“You know he doesn’t like me anymore.”

“Oh, please. I’m sure he’s forgotten.”

“I don’t think so. Who could forget that kind of thing?”

“Ky, you’re not helping, you know. I’m sure you think you are, but you’re not.”

“Just pointing out the obvious flaws in your plans.”

“Baba Yaknowshegonebeallupinourbusiness is not the answer.”

Ky shrugged. “She will be.”

I pushed back my chair and stood, leaning over to give Ky a kiss on top of her head. “You’re probably right, but I think I’ll still try to fix it without her. And you go with Kandy. If Leon struggles with her, you’ll be there to smile and charm him.”

I adored my sisters. I don’t know what I’d do without them. We were as close as sisters could be and each the same yet different. Distress was something we could sense. Pain, too. And elation.

The Blue Balls Falls Inn gleamed in the summer sun.

The main stretch of road through the center of town hummed with life. Businesses had their doors open. Magicals from all over milled about and even stayed overnight from time to time. Everything had changed since Broo had been unceremoniously dropped off at the edge of town by Baba Yaga.

Over the last couple of years, Broo had re-introduced us all to the outside world, to the modern conveniences that had somewhat been forgotten when her mother had been killed in the bakery.

The old bakery.

The old bakery Broo accidentally blew up using a spell. Oh, she’d gotten better at it, but it had taken a ton of practice and even more patience by the residents in town.

But when Broo arrived it was like a breath of fresh air or waking up after a long sleep through a very, very long, dark night. We were slowly but surely coming into our own again. We had old time charms, but modern conveniences now, too.

Even cell phones, though I believe Morgan had a hand in that one, too.

And cable.

And the Hallmark Channel. Goddess, I love their sweet, romantic movies.

“Fancy seeing you in town, Kaydence. How are you today?”

The movie of my life didn’t have sweetness and romance. It had a demon named Merrick, who would not give up this whole mate business.

I pasted on a smile and glanced in his direction. “Hi, Merrick. I’m doing well. How are you?”

I could be nice. I could be cordial. Honestly, though, who says things like ‘Fancy seeing you in town’?

“It’s a beautiful day. I couldn’t be better.”

“That’s good.” I kept walking, doing my level best to ignore his presence.

He was everything we’re taught demons are and then some. He and his brothers, Morgan and Max were triplets the same as Kandy, Kyla, and I were, but they had a distinctive something that allowed anyone to tell them apart.

Anyone, right? Not just my sisters and me, but anyone would be able to do it, right?

“Aren’t demons supposed to be all ugly and pock marked?”

“What would be the point of being a demon if we couldn’t change our looks to be more appealing?”

“So, it’s a glamour?”

“It’s more an exchange. You don’t want the details, love. Trust me.”

He was right. I probably didn’t.

“Why are you going to the inn?”

“I need to talk to Bethilda about something.”

“Anything I can help with?”

“Unless your name is Bethilda, no.”

“Will you be free after?”

“No.” I had no idea what I was going to be doing afterward, but it was better to go on and head Merrick off at the pass.

“Free later on, then?”

“I doubt it.” I picked up speed until I was practically jogging up the steps of the inn. Had I not been looking where I was going, I’d have run headlong into the demon. “How did you… I mean, you were…”

“I’m a demon, love. I can move around as I wish.”

“Must be nice.” Although, what was I saying? I could do that, too.

He had me all flustered.

“It has its advantages.” He crossed his arms over his wide yet comforting looking chest and glared down at me. “Now, why don’t you tell me why you continue avoiding me?”

“I’ve told you. I’m not interested.”

“You can’t do anything about it. We’re mates.”

“Says you.”

“And says you. You just don’t want to acknowledge it. It’s there if you’d only listen.”

“I don’t believe in that kind of thing.”

“No? What about your sister and my brother?”

“I meant, I don’t believe in it for me.” Goddess, I was such a bad liar and he was so handsome it almost hurt to look at him.

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Maybe not, but that’s how I feel. If you’ll excuse me…”

He didn’t move. He didn’t budge. He stood there, feet planted, body rigid, gaze unwavering. What was he waiting for? What did he want from me? Okay, scratch that last one. I knew what he wanted from me. At least I knew sort of what he wanted from me, but that was not going to happen. I wasn’t the mating type. I liked my solitude. I liked going home to my house and hanging out there for days on end, not seeing anyone if I didn’t want to. A mate would screw that all up and I wasn’t going to give in. He was just going to have to deal with it.

I stepped forward once and then again, pushing against him. Touching him wasn’t what I’d wanted to do because his warmth, his dark scent… It felt good and I wanted to melt, but I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t give in.

He didn’t unfold his arms, but he softened, though he still didn’t move.

After a few futile minutes, I glanced up into his face. The smirk of his lips and the light in his eyes was almost my undoing, but I held resolute.

“How do I get you to move?”

“Meet me after your meeting with Bethilda at the gazebo.”

“Fine. I’ll be there.”

His narrowed gaze told me he didn’t believe me and I wasn’t sure I’d keep my word, but for now, it was the best I could do. I’d cross the meeting him bridge when I got to it.

He bent his head and kissed the top of mine, much the same way I’d done to Ky earlier, then he stepped easily to the side, letting me pass.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, love.”

I wouldn’t examine how that one word made me feel as it rolled off his tongue. At least not right then. Later, maybe.

“Kaydence! What a lovely surprise,” Bethilda exclaimed when I entered the inn. Merrick stayed on the porch, watching me, unnerving me. I closed the door and felt the as though a cord had been cut. It was an odd sensation, but one that I was sure wasn’t lasting.

“Hi, Bethilda. I was wondering if you had a few minutes to talk.”

“Sure do. Let’s go into the dining room. Would you like some lemonade? I just made a pitcher of lavender lemonade and I’m dying to try it.”

“Lavender? Sounds delicious. I’d love some.”

“Excellent. I’ll go get it.”

The dining room was completely empty. There were no guests. No wait staff. It didn’t look as though anyone had been in it all day.

I settled at a table in the corner away from the window. I didn’t know if Merrick was still hanging out on the porch and I didn’t want to find out. I didn’t want anyone hearing my conversation with Bethilda until I was ready.

“Oh, this is a good spot,” Bethilda said, returning from the kitchen with a tray which she set down in the center of the small table. “We’ll be away from prying ears and eyes.”

It was always a little disconcerting that Bethilda could read minds.

She poured two glasses of lemonade and slipped a sprig of lavender into each one. A small plate of scones accompanied our drinks.

“Now, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

“Don’t you already know?”

“No. I’m going to wait for you to tell me.”

“Okay, well…” I took a sip of my lemonade, and then another one. It was sweet and tart and mild and perfect. “Do you…” I picked up a scone and began picking small pieces off it to give my hands something to do. And I hadn’t had anything to eat yet. “Do you remember anyone named Gertie?”

“Gertie?” Bethilda’s brow scrunched and she looked off to the side for a moment before focusing on me again. “I haven’t heard that name in a really long time.”

“So, there was someone by that name around here?”

“For a time. She was your aunt Gracie’s twin. They were your father’s sisters.”

“Gertie was my aunt?”

“Yes.”

“What happened to her?” It was the second time I had to prompt someone to talk more about Gertie. First the ghosts, now Bethilda, and Bethilda was never hesitant to talk about anyone.

“She went a little crazy.”

“How so? And why didn’t anyone ever tell us about her? No one in our family ever mentioned her. Not even Aunt Gracie.” I was stunned, but obviously not speechless.

“Why don’t you tell me how you found out about her?”

“Ghosts.”

“Come again?”

“Ghosts. Three of them. I found a cookie recipe in a trunk in the attic this week and decided to try it. I tried to clean what I thought was dust off it and three ghosts swirled to life in my kitchen. Life being…” I didn’t know what else to say. They weren’t alive, but they weren’t exactly dead either. They could talk and think and try to leave, though their memories were shiz.

“Three ghosts were trapped in a cookie recipe?”

“Yes.”

“Oh my goodness.” Bethilda stood and paced around the dining room. Chairs moved themselves out of the way as she meandered around the floor.

She muttered to herself, things I couldn’t quite make out. Her hands gestured from left to right to up and down.

“Did they say how they got into the recipe and when?”

“A long time ago, but they couldn’t remember the year. They were cursed into the recipe by Gertie when she caught them trying to steal it two nights before Christmas.”

“It was in the fifties. She never made those cookies again after that. She never made any cookies after that. She had been the sweetest soul and baking made her happy. Cursing them must’ve done more damage to her mind than what we all realized. Then again, none of us knew what had driven her crazy.”

“What happened to her?”

Bethilda settled across from me again and took a healthy swallow of lemonade. “She up and disappeared in February following that Christmas.”

“Aunt Gracie never mentioned her. Neither did Daddy. Why wouldn’t anyone tell us we had another aunt?”

“It was hard on Gracie. She tried to find Gertie for months, but there was no trace of her. No one knew where she’d gone, and no one knew why. We didn’t know what haunted her and broke her spirit. Now we do. At least I do.”

“Cursing people isn’t something that usually drives anyone to just up and disappear.”

“What was the curse, exactly? Do you know?”

“That the three were to exist inside the recipe. They said that their life forces drained over time until they were nothing more than ghosts.”

“For someone as tender and kind as Gertie, something like that would cause her mental and emotional anguish. It’s essentially a death sentence.”

“Then why wouldn’t she try to undo it? It was just a recipe.”

“It had been passed down for generations in your family.”

“They said it was award winning and worth a lot, but still… It shouldn’t have been worth their lives.”

“They’re right. Those cookies became Gertie’s purpose.”

“Were they magical or something? The ghosts sort of hinted that they were.”

“They could bring back memories. Nostalgia. Allow someone to tap into their own innocence and pure happiness. They could transform lives. Baking them and giving them to people who were hurting or sad became what she did.”

“I had no idea.” But it was similar to what I did with cookies and what my sisters did with candy and cakes.

“When Gertie disappeared and Gracie couldn’t find her… Well, when she came back, she never spoke of Gertie again. She packed away all Gertie’s belongings and closed up the house.”

“The one I live in now?”

“Yes. She willed it to you because you reminded her so much of Gertie, especially with your love of baking cookies and with your long red hair. You look an awful lot like her.”

“The ghosts mistook me for her. How do I get rid of them?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. That would be a question for —”

“Don’t say it.”

“But darlin’ girl, you’re going to need help with this.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

When I left the inn, it was to pop out the back. I cut around the corner, opposite where the gazebo was, and dashed down a back street until I was far enough that Merrick wouldn’t be able to see me. I should have kept my word and met him, but I didn’t know how many more ways I could say no to the demon.

Of course, Kandy’s capitulation to Morgan didn’t make it easy to convince Merrick that I had no intention of giving in or changing my mind.

I slipped between buildings and stood at the far end of Leon’s Shooting Range to wait for Kandy. “You know, she may already be gone,” I muttered to myself, but seconds later she and Kyla emerged. “Psst. Over here.”

Kandy’s head swiveled toward me. “What are you doing over there?”

I motioned her over. “Keep your voice down.”

“Are we in the spy business now?”

“No. Why?”

“Because you’re hiding and whispering.”

“I’m just trying to keep what’s going on quiet.”

“Because you don’t want Baba Yaga to find out,” Ky said, loud as could be.

I rolled my eyes. She’s always been the troublemaker. “What did you find out from Leon?”

“Well, it seems Gertie was our aunt and…”

I listened to Kandy relate a very similar story to the one Bethilda shared with me without a lot of the personal family history. “I can’t believe we had an aunt that no one had told us about.” 

“I wouldn’t want to forget you guys,” Ky said.

“I wouldn’t want to forget you guys, either,” Kandy and I said at the same time. The three of us linked hands and I found comfort in the physical contact and connection I felt with my sisters. We were always closer to each other than we were with our parents. Not that we all didn’t love each other because we did, fiercely, but the bond between Kandy, Kyla, and I was one of those unbreakable, unyielding bonds.

Then again, maybe Gracie and Gertie had had one, too, but Gertie’s guilt or shame or whatever it was she’d felt after cursing the thieves had broken it.

“So, what do we do now?”

“I don’t know.” And I didn’t. I had information I wasn’t sure what to do with or if it was even helpful. I was glad to know who Gertie was, but I didn’t know what to do now that I did. It wasn’t going to help me get rid of the ghosts in my kitchen.

“Have either of you heard of the town Grayville. It’s in West Virginia.”

“No. Is it a magical town like ours?”

“I don’t know, but the ghosts said that’s where they were when they were cursed.” Maybe I needed to go back to Bethilda’s and ask her how that could be if Gertie and Gracie lived in Blue Balls Falls.

I was confused. And I wanted a cookie.

“I think I’ll go through the trunk in the attic to see if there are any clues about what may have happened after because I’m beginning to think the trunk was Gertie’s and not Gracie’s.”

“Want us to come help?”

“No, I’ve got this.”

“Are you sure? You said you left Shari the Cat in charge of the ghosts. I mean… Just sayin’…” Ky was always just sayin’…

“I know, but at least she’s the responsible, level headed one of the three cats.”

“Okay, but if you need us…”

I nodded and set off for home, my mind on everything that had taken place over the last few hours. Three thieving ghosts. A determined demon suitor. And Christmas in July with zero cookies to show for it.

But as I walked up to the small cottage I called home, I couldn’t help but smile at the twinkling lights strung up and gentle snowfall spell over the roof.

My smile turned upside down as soon as I stepped toward the front door. “What are you doing here?”

“You thwarted me.”

“I avoided you.”

“Same thing. You said you’d meet me.”

“I lied.”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because I can only say no so many times.”

“Why must you say no?”

“I’m not going into this with you again, so please go and let me inside my house.”

“You could invite me in.”

“I could, but I’m not going to.”

“Why not?”

“Have you ever not gotten what you wanted?”

“I’m a demon,” he said as though that answered everything. And maybe it did. Demons weren’t known for giving up and going on their merry way. They were known for their underhanded and manipulative ways.

“That you are. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” I climbed the steps to stand toe to toe with him.

“Do you plan on trying to push me out of the way again? That didn’t work so well for you earlier.”

“No. I’m asking you nicely to please step aside.”

I tried to keep from looking into his eyes, but I couldn’t manage it. Physically, I was drawn to his dark beauty and his magnetic gaze.

He regarded me with little expression save for the flare of heat and interest, but he slid away and allowed me to pass.

He also followed me inside the door.

“Really?” He shrugged and didn’t look the least bit apologetic. “Please leave.”

“Why?”

Because I don’t want you anywhere near my other unwanted guests or near Shari the Cat. “I don’t know, I just don’t need this today.” Good, diplomatic answer.

“Hmm.”

And that was it. He didn’t move. He didn’t leave.

I threw up my hands in exasperation. “Fine.”

The grin on his face was a thing of beauty. Goddess, why couldn’t I stay mad at him?

“Believe it or not, love, I’m not so bad.”

“Why do you call me love?”

“Love? There’s love?”

“Who’s that?” he asked, gazing beyond me, over my head, toward the direction of my kitchen.

Crapola.

“Yoo-hoo,” came a high pitched call from down the hall. Ms. Unremarkable? Definitely didn’t sound like Cane Lady or Bowler Hat. Please don’t let it be a fourth ghost. I don’t think I could handle anything else today.

I turned around and one by one, the three ghosts popped their heads around the corner. Merrick snickered behind me. “Ghosts? You have ghosts in your house?”

Hanging my head, I sighed. “Yes. Three, unwanted ghosts.”

“I didn’t know your house was haunted,” he said. I saw his shoes as he moved around me, presumably to go inspect the corporeal beings taking up residence in my kitchen. Maybe if I left now, I could forget it all. Maybe I could move in with Kyla. Maybe I could just start over in a new magical town.

“You can’t do any of that,” Merrick called back toward me.

How did he… Right. He and his brothers could tap into thoughts. Awesome.

I can whisper in your mind, too.

Great.

I trudged after him. “Where’s Shari the Cat?” I asked when I arrived in my less than sparkling kitchen. “And the last you three could’ve done was clean up the mess you helped to make.”

“How were we supposed to know you were going to free us?”

“Freed them? You freed them? From where?”

“The cookie recipe,” Bowler Hat answered with reverence.

“What cookie recipe?”

“Please, Merrick… Don’t encourage them. Just nod your head and leave.”

“Oh, no. Don’t leave,” Ms. Unremarkable cooed. “I’d like to get to know you better. You look to be just my type.”

“You never had a type,” Cane Lady remarked.

“Not that you ever knew of.”

“Look, never mind the handsome warlock, just —”

“Demon,” I corrected.

“What, dear?”

“Demon. He’s a demon not a warlock.”

“You mean, as in from…” Cane Lady thumped the end of her cane on the floor and glanced down, then back up.

“Yes. That sort of demon.”

“He doesn’t look like a demon.”

“I don’t care what he looks like, I like him.”

“Can he help us?”

“Help you what?”

“Escape.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Well, for one, I’m not sure you should be out roaming around and two, I don’t want you causing trouble for my mate. I’m struggling enough as it is getting her to like me, I don’t need you three complicating matters.”

“Mate? She’s your mate?” Bowler Hat pointed in my direction with a faded look of disbelief.

“Why her? I’d be much more suitable for you?”

“Oh, you would? Why is that?”

“Because I’m a ghost and I can be wicked and naughty, and well, she’s just too goody two shoes for a demon.”

“Ah… Perhaps that’s why I like her.”

The back and forth exchange between Merrick and the ghosts was fascinating, especially the way Ms. Unremarkable perked up each time she looked at him. I could see that she wasn’t unremarkable at all. It was a facade. She was quite beautiful.

Was it a trick of being a ghost or was it a power she’d possessed in life? The ability to become ordinary and perhaps overlooked at will. That would make her an excellent criminal.

Cane Lady seemed frail, but I would bet that was also a facade.

Bowler Hat… I couldn’t put my finger on what his skill set was. He wasn’t overly handsome, and he came across as though he could’ve once been a pompous ass, but was that right?

“Where’s my cat?” I asked again, giving up on trying to figure out my three unwanted guests. I didn’t really care about their stories or pasts or what made them good at what they were ultimately caught trying to do. I just wanted them out of my house and out of my life. I wanted to bake cookies and spread cheer and goodwill, dammit That was the whole point of Christmas in July. At least for me.

“Um…”

“Told you she’d notice.”

“Notice that Shari isn’t here in the kitchen where I left her? Yeah…”

“Oh, she’s still in the kitchen.”

“Where?”

“We were just playing a game,” Bowler Hat said, defensive and more than a little wary.

“Where’s my cat?” Goddess, if Shari heard me say that, I’d never live it down.

“She’s um…”

“You might want to just spill it,” Merrick added as I began opening and closing cabinets and drawers. I was halfway through the right side of the room before I found her, stiff as a board, eyes opened in fear, mouth frozen in a hiss…”

“What did you three do?” I asked, gently lifting Shari from the bottom cabinet where I kept my cast iron skillets. “Why was she in there?”

“She was being mean. She wasn’t helping us.”

“She’s a cat.”

“She’s a familiar. She has powers.”

“To protect me. Not to help you.”

“I petrified her,” Ms. Remarkable boasted.

“How?”

“I’m not sure. It’s something I used to be able to do, but didn’t think as a ghost that I still could. It’s quite impressive if you think about it.”

I was not impressed. “No. No, it’s not. It’s freaky and scary and you need to undo it.” I laid Shari on the small kitchen table and pet her sleek, black fur. “Is it a spell?”

“No, not really.”

“A chant?”

“No.”

“A nose twitch? An eye wink? An ear wiggle? What?”

“I don’t know. It’s like, I can think it and it happens.”

“Then think about undoing it.”

“I tried that. It doesn’t work that way.”

“I’m beginning to see why Gertie cursed you lot.”

“They were cursed?” Merrick asked, coming to stand beside me. He placed his hand on my shoulder and warmth seeped down into my bones and calm immediately spread from my head to my toes.

Before I realized what I was doing, I’d leaned against him.

“We were.”

“And for no reason at all.”

“Well, stealing Gertie’s prize winning, famous recipe was a good reason.”

“We didn’t actually steal it.”

“How do I fix my cat? How do I get rid of them?” I mumbled softly to myself. This was so not the way I imagined my day going. Was the entire month of July going to be like this? One disaster after another? Christmas in July was supposed to be merry and bright and full of fun and lightness. But all I wanted to do was murder them all.

“I’ll fix it,” Merrick whispered.

I glanced up and his smile sent delighted shivers down my spine. “You will?”

“Yes, of course, love.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“But…”

Warning bells clanged inside my head, softly at first, and I tried to ignore them, but they became louder, until I pushed away from him. “Don’t you try your demon magic on me.”

He shrugged. “It was nice while it lasted.”

“Can you fix her or not?”

“Yes, I can. But…”

“Jeebus, I hate you.”

“The name’s Merrick, and no you don’t.”

“What’s your condition?”

“A date.”

“A date? One?”

“Yep. Just one.”

“And you’ll fix Shari?”

“Good as new.”

“Fine,” I agreed grudgingly. “One date.”

“Excellent.”

“Wow. That was kind of interesting to witness. Can you fix us, too?” Bowler Hat asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“There’s nothing in it for me.”

“Oh, I really do like him” Ms. Remarkable purred, sliding closer and closer to Merrick. At this rate, I was willing to let her have him.

Cane Lady snorted. “You like any man on two legs.”

“She didn’t like me.”

“We worked together. I couldn’t like you in that way.”

“We don’t work together anymore.”

“No, but you’ve gotten old and see through.”

“You’re no spring chicken, either, but I’d still give it a go.”

“Can you at least help us leave?” Cane Lady asked. “There seems to be a spell or something that keeps us trapped here.”

“There is a spell. Of protection.”

“You put a spell on my house?”

“Of protection,” he said again, as though that made it alright. “And aren’t you glad I did? You’d have had these three running, or rather floating around town, had I not.”

He was right about that and I had to be grateful for it, but at the same time, he’d put a spell around my house. “I thought protection spells were supposed to keep bad things out.”

“Well, yes. However, I had no way of knowing that I needed to let something bad out, or keep something bad in.”

“Hey, we’re not bad.”

“But you’re not good either,” I countered.

“What you’re saying, Demon, is that we’re trapped here?”

“Oh no… No, you’re not trapped here. I’m going to get rid of you. I’m going to figure out how to undo you being here.”

“Baba —”

“Don’t say it,” I warned, shaking a finger at Merrick.

“Ya —”

“Don’t.”

“Ga.”

“Son of a biscuit eater,” I ground out. Merrick burst into a laughter, shaking his head. “Please just fix my cat.” I felt defeat setting in and that was something this situation couldn’t warrant.

“For a date, remember?”

I nodded miserably. “I remember.” He smiled so gently that I wanted to cry, then placed his hand on Shari’s side, stroking her fur, whispering words I couldn’t hear. When he leaned down and blew breath toward her open mouth, I couldn’t look away.

Before long, Merrick stood to his full height again, his hand still stroking Shari’s side, and that’s when I saw it… The gentle rise and fall. She was breathing.

She closed her mouth, licked her lips, blinked her eyes a few times, then scrambled up and away from Merrick.

She let out a hiss in the direction of the ghosts.

She slowly approached Merrick again, and licked his hand.

She looked up at me with narrowed eyes. “I told you not to leave me here with them.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

“It’s rather odd to be sitting here in the warmth of the sun and watching snow drift down over your roof,” Merrick said, reclining on an elbow on the quilt my grandmother had made using her very own magic.

I smiled. “It is.” Then, I glared. “Can we get on with this?”

“You don’t seem to understand the concept of a date, love.”

“You don’t seem to understand the concept of get lost, Demon. Yet, here we are. So, we’re even.”

“We’re far from even. A date is meant to be enjoyable time spent together, getting to know one another.”

“If you like the other person.”

“I happen to like you very much. I even gave in to your request to have our date here within sight of the house and with a chaperone.”

I gave Shari a long-suffering sideways glance. She was passed out in the sunshine next to Merrick. “I’d hardly call her a chaperone.”

Once he revived her, Shari had talked about him nonstop, praising him as her hero and savior, and letting me know in no uncertain terms that I could do far worse than a demon.

“You’re just jealous.”

“I’m not jealous at all.”

“Oh, you are. A little bit, at the very least.”

“Why would I be jealous? You saved my cat exactly as I asked you to do. I agreed to your conditions, as well.”

“Because she prefers me over you at the moment.”

I rolled my eyes and lifted the lid of the picnic basket. I needed to do something with my hands before I set about strangling him with them.

Like Kandy, I wasn’t a very powerful witch. I could do simple spells and tricks, but my real skill lay in what could happen to people who ate my cookies. They were my magic.

I didn’t, however, believe they would work on a demon, so I hadn’t made any. What I did make, though, made my mouth water.

A delicious, brown sugar baked ham.

A warm, mustard-based potato salad.

Homemade yeast rolls with honey butter or for making sandwiches with the ham.

Slices of several different cheeses, pickles, and fresh fruit.

Some of Bethilda’s lavender lemonade.

And I’d procured some of the Blue Balls  from Kandy. Luckily, I didn’t have to divulge the reason I wanted them. I’d simply avoided her altogether and asked Larry the Cat, Shari’s brother, to get me a handful.

It was a simple, summer picnic.

It was meant to… Holy crap on a cracker… It was meant to impress the demon.

I hadn’t even realized it as I hummed my way through making everything. He’d offered to supply the food himself, but I’d told him no, that I wanted to do it.

What the frack was I doing? I shouldn’t be encouraging him. I shouldn’t be acting as though I liked him because I didn’t.

Just because he’d saved my cat.

Just because he’d been pursuing me for a while.

Just because he’d never done anything but be kind and nice to me, even if a little persistent.

Just because he was handsome as sin.

I still didn’t like him.

“Why do you call me love? I asked you before, but you were distracted by the ghosts in my house.”

“To be honest, I don’t know,” he said, plucking up a strawberry and popping it in his mouth. The pure joy on his face as he chewed was something I’d never thought to associate with a demon.

Then again, I wasn’t sure why as I’d seen joy on Morgan’s face from time to time when it came to Kandy.

“Do you call other women love?”

“No. Only you. Maybe it’s because we’re destined.”

“How do you know that? I don’t feel what you do.”

“You deny it, but that doesn’t mean you don’t feel it.” He picked up a couple of grapes this time, and popped them into his mouth one by one.

“You’re a demon. I’m a witch. We’re not supposed to be together.”

“That was the same argument your sister used with my brother. It didn’t work, then, either.”

“You’re also evil.”

“Have you ever seen me do anything evil?”

“No, but you’re a demon and it goes with the territory. Morgan tempts people. Don’t you do something similar? Or do you have another skill?”

“I do some tempting from time to time, but wreaking havoc isn’t always a bad thing.”

“The devil made me do it,” I said, a small smile on my lips.

“The devil nor the demons make anyone do anything. It’s called free will.”

“But you’re there to help push free will toward things that are untoward.”

“I can’t touch anyone’s will. I can only put what they want most in their path from time to time. We all have jobs to do. If it wasn’t for mine, there would be no one who needed saving.”

What was my job? My sisters and I had a magical event planning business we wanted to get off the ground, but none of us had earth shattering magic skills.

“Life, even for a witch, or demon, is what you make it, Kay. Whatever you want to do with your brand of magic, is up to you. That’s my particular skill set.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Maybe not, but if it does, so be it.”

“There are witches who are in charge of healing other beings, who are shifters, who can open portals and travel through space and time.”

“Do you want to be able to do those things?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think I want to be insignificant, though.”

“You’re many things, Kaydence, but insignificant isn’t one of them.”

I tried not to be moved by his words, but no one had ever said anything like that to me before. He was worldly and probably older than dirt, and I was a small town cookie witch who didn’t like drama. He —

How old do you think dirt is?

He was in my head again. And across from me, or next to me, or way too close for comfort. “I’m sitting here.”

“Yes, but when you’re thinking about me, you get this faraway look in your pretty green eyes.”

“I’m not always thinking about you when I look like that.”

“Ah, but you do admit you think about me.”

“I…” There was nothing I could say to deny it. He had me dead to rights. Yes, I did think about him. More than I should. More than I wanted to. But trust me, if you saw him, you’d get a little dreamy about him, too, just like me.

I set about pulling the food out of the basket and Merrick fixed himself and me a couple of sandwiches and dished potato salad out of the container onto the small plates I’d brought along. To anyone watching, we probably looked like two normal people having a picnic in a field, instead of a demon and a witch and a talking cat and a cottage with snow falling on the roof and three ghosts staring out the windows.

“Why don’t you want her help?”

“Whose?” I asked around a mouthful of ham and bread.

“The one you don’t want me to name.”

“Oh.” I swallowed and took a sip of lemonade. “Because she’s had to come to the rescue of Broo and my sister and I just want to try and fix this on my own.”

“But you don’t have a clue how to do it.”

“No, I don’t, but I’m hoping that there will be a clue in the trunk where I found the recipe.”

“And what if you don’t?”

“I don’t know. Between my sisters and me and maybe some of the people in town like Bethilda, we should be able to come up with something.”

“Why not us?”

Us, meaning him and his brothers. “It’s not your problem.”

“Doesn’t have to be in order for me to help you. Shari the Cat wasn’t my problem, either, but I helped. It’s what mates do.”

“I…” I had nothing for him. I had no argument to offer. He was right. Again. And it was the most annoying thing.

“Look, say you can fix this, what do you plan to do? Curse them back into the recipe?”

I shrugged and took another bite of my sandwich. I really had no idea what I was doing or what the answer was, but there had to be one. Not all witches or shifters or warlocks or wizards or ghosts needed her help to figure shit out all the time. So, surely, there were enough magicals around Blue Balls Falls who could help me figure out how to get rid of three thieving ghosts.

“You’re going to make an even bigger mess of this before it’s all over.”

“Geez… Way to bring a witch down.”

“Don’t shoot the messenger.”

“Can I zap you in the ass instead?”

“Sure. Might actually be pleasurable.”

“Promise me you won’t tell her or send her a message or whatever it is you do to communicate with her. Please.”

“More pleases from you. I could get used to this.”

“Merrick, I’m serious. Let me try to get this sorted on my own.”

“Okay. On one condition…”

“Again with the conditions.”

He gave a casual lift of his shoulders. “Demon.”

“Fine. What’s the condition?”

“Another date.”

“First my cat, then her… Very well. Another date.”

His grin put the sun to shame. Brilliant white teeth against the backdrop of his dark skin. I could so easily be a puddle, all melted on the ground around him if I let myself get lost in the gloriousness that was Merrick, the Demon.

 

*

 

I wiped the dust off the trunk in the attic with an old shirt I’d found stuffed inside a box. I’d learned my lesson when it came to blowing dust away and I wouldn’t be making that mistake again. No way, no how.

The trunk had been in a corner the first time I saw it, buried under boxes and old clothing. Aunt Gracie had apparently never thrown anything out. The attic could use a good spring cleaning, along with summer, fall, and winter cleanings tossed in for good measure. The place was nothing but cobwebs and dust bunnies.

But the trunk… It was a beautiful and I planned to clean it and polish it up and empty it out, then put it on display in the living room. Trees were carved into the dark wood panels and it opened with an old, heavy scroll key.

I’m not sure what had prompted me to seek out a new cookie recipe this year, but it was like something calling me, something urging me to look. I kind of wish now I’d ignored the feeling and stuck with my tried and true one.

Finding the recipe had felt almost surreal, like I was holding a treasure in my hand.

Of course, if it were as famous and award winning and valuable as the ghosts and Bethilda had said, then I suppose it was something of a treasure.

I inserted the key into the ancient lock and turned it, listening for the latch to pop loose inside. Once it did, I carefully lifted the heavy lid all the way. Everything was exactly as I’d left it before, but it was all different somehow and I couldn’t put my finger on why.

Inside, there were yellowed papers with faded ink, but as I removed one stack, I found ribbons. First place ribbons. Cookie baking contest ribbons.

There were receipts for things I couldn’t make out, three different aprons, and baking pans. There were also measuring cups, measuring spoons, and a red mixing bowl that looked at once brand new and older than me.

This was Gertie’s baking trunk. She must have carried all her things in it and traveled around to different places, entering baking contests. Not only was her recipe famous, but she must have been well known, too.

Were there baking contests just for witches or did she participate with non-magicals, too?

I started to lift the bowl from where it was nested inside a tea towel, but the second I touched it, it lifted itself out and settled on the floor beside me.

“Well, there’s something you don’t see every day.”

I couldn’t keep from looking around to see if anyone had joined me in the attic and used a bit of magic to move the bowl. But there was only me.

“Could’ve been a fluke.”

I reached back into the trunk to pick up the measuring cup and spoons, but like the bowl, at my touch, they lifted themselves out.

Okay, so Gertie had enchanted her baking things, too. And the enchantment had lasted all these years?

It seemed odd to me that the only thing I’d found that had been written on that still could be read was the cookie recipe. The ribbons, too, but that was different. None of the papers had ink that could be read and if there was ink to be seen, it was so faded that making out any words or numbers was literally impossible.

Could I try a reveal spell? Had she written anything that could be revealed? Was it even worth trying?

 

Reveal to me your secrets

Illuminate things long past

Give life to words forgotten

Shed light on spells once cast

 

Nothing. Not a word appeared.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that the enchanted bowl and cups and spoons meant something and that I was meant to find them. I didn’t know what or why and it was as maddening as the ghosts downstairs.

I placed the papers back in the trunk, but kept the pans and bowl and other things out. I would take them to the kitchen and maybe something would click and I’d know what I was supposed to do. Until then… I would be baking my usual batch of sugar cookies and this time, I would use a ghost cookie cutter.

Seemed only fitting.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

What I found in my kitchen almost had me running for the hills.

Three cats. Larry, Barry, and Shari.

Three ghosts.

Three Wickeds. Oh dear Goddess, no. Not the Wickeds.

And my two sisters.

“Any luck?” Kandy asked, hope in her voice.

“Nope.” That wasn’t exactly true. I had a few items floating into the room behind me. I’d tried to pick them up and carry them from the attic, but one by one, they drifted out of my arms.

They settled on the counter as though ready to be used. I felt an urgency from Gertie’s belongings that was quite unnerving.

“She still had those?”

“Where did you find them?”

“Did you find anything else?”

The questions were rapidly fired at me from Cane Lady, Bowler Hat, and Ms. Remarkable. I’d changed her name in my head because of the transformation I’d witnessed earlier.

“They were in the same trunk as the recipe. I hadn’t noticed the bowl and stuff before. Do they mean something to you?”

“No, but Gertie didn’t go anywhere without those.”

“How long did you try to steal the recipe?”

“We followed her for several weeks, but she kept that recipe on her person. I watched her tuck it away in an inside pocket of whatever she was wearing.”

“That’s what made it so difficult to swipe.”

I had so many questions, but the ones at the top of the list had nothing to do with Gertie and her recipe or the ghosts. I wanted to know why the Wickeds were in my house.

“We heard the demons talking and wanted to see the spirits for ourselves.”

“I like walking through ghosts. It makes me feel all tingly and they get all wobbly. See?”

It was rather freaky to see a little blue creature skip her way through the corporeal body of a ghost. Especially one as seemingly grumpy as Cane Lady. And wow… She did get all wobbly as her form came back together.

“So, is this a past time for you?” I asked the Wickeds.

“No. Only for me.”

“And which one are you?”

To be honest, I didn’t care. I also didn’t realize, until Morgan entered Kandy’s life, that there were such things as Wickeds. In most cases, Wickeds were servants to demons and some weren’t treated very well at all. These three were under the protection of Morgan and his brothers and only bound to them so no one else could get ahold of them and abuse them again.

But they definitely lived up to their name. They could and had caused all sorts of mischief.

“Well, as you can all see, I’m perfectly fine. You can go now.”

“Have you come up with a plan?” Kandy asked.

“No, but I’m getting closer,” I lied.

“We should meet for dinner and brainstorm. We might be able to come up with something.”

“We should. See if Bethilda will let us borrow one of her private dining rooms.”

We could have it at my place.

My heart stopped for a moment at the sound of the velvet voice in my head. How do you know what we’re talking about?

I just know. What do you say?

I don’t think doing it at your place is the best idea.

Consider it the second date.

A dinner party is a second date.

If I say it is, yes. Besides, I’ve missed seeing you.

The words curled themselves around my heart and sank down into my belly. The demon was going to be the death of me.

Is that a yes, love?

Fine. Yes.

You sent them, didn’t you?

Sent who?

Wickeds.

I don’t know what you’re talking about.

But the giggling from the three blue creatures told me all I needed to know.

As did the sly smile on Kandy’s face.

Ky seemed oblivious to the machinations going on around her, and the ghosts were busy whispering about Gertie’s enchanted baking paraphernalia.

What a day.

 

*

 

“I still think we should seek out Baba Yaga.”

“Give me one good reason, Ky. Just one.”

“’Cause she could get rid of the ghosts in no time and we wouldn’t have to be banging our heads trying to figure something else out. I mean, haven’t we learned already that we’re not powerful enough to fix all the messes that show up around town?”

She had a point, but it wasn’t one that I was willing to concede just yet.

“Do you think it was safe to leave the ghosts with the recipe and the other stuff?”

“Larry the Cat will keep them in line. Especially after what they did to Shari before.”

“Barry’s probably just watching television.”

“All he’ll be watching is Hallmark Christmas movies.”

“Oh Goddess…” Ky groaned. “He’ll be impossible after that.”

“How much longer does Christmas in July last?” Morgan asked, seating himself at one end of the dining room table. Merrick settled himself at the other end. Their brother, Max sat beside me and across from Kyla.

She snuck glances at him and he ignored her. That was far different than his siblings. And hers, come to think of it.

“Until the end of July.”

“That’s a long time.”

“So, can we talk about something other than ghosts and how to get rid of them? I’m a bit sick of it.”

“Of course, love. What would you like to talk about?”

“Um…” 

Five pairs of eyes stared at me. I didn’t have a topic in mind. I just knew I didn’t want to talk about the things going on back at my house for a little while.

“How about we talk about our new business?” Kandy offered.

“I didn’t think we’d decided to actually do it.”

“Why not? We’d be good at it. We know everyone and they know us. We don’t really have much else going on at the moment, so, why not?”

“Would there be enough people getting married, or dying, for us to have an event planning business?”

“It doesn’t just have to be weddings or funerals. There are other things to celebrate.”

“Maybe Blue Balls Falls needs a matchmaking service, instead. Oh wait… It’s got one. Demons and Wickeds and a witch collaborating to get another demon and witch together.”

Kandy snickered. “Oh please. It worked, didn’t it?”

Ky glanced around. “What are you talking about?”

It didn’t occur to me until right then, that lately, something had been off about Kyla. She seemed lost inside herself a lot and that wasn’t like her. She was the bouncy one of us. Sure, Kandy was bouncy, too, but in a different way. Ky was the youngest triplet and we’d looked out for her and it made me rather sad that I didn’t realize something had changed and she had lost a bit of her bounce.

“What about a bakery?”

“Blue Balls Falls has a bakery.”

“That’s only open for a few months a year.”

“True.” Witchin’ Spice Bakery, Broo’s place, was open from mid-September through the end of November, specializing in pumpkin everything. She had toyed with the notion of keeping it open all year round and adding other things to the menu, but the kitchen and bakery itself had other ideas.

Since Broo’s arrival, not only had she brought more of the outside world in, but it seemed more of the town’s enchantments had awoken. Like the bakery. It knew when it was time to open and when it was time to close. It knew its purpose and had been created accordingly.

I’d forgotten about most of them, but as with many things, just the right thing at just the right time had a way of creating magic all its own.

“What do you say, Kay? Between us, we make candy, cookies, and cakes.”

Kandy wasn’t wrong. It was a pretty good idea and with more people visiting the town again… We could even do events on the side if we wanted.

Why does it feel as though you’re waking up for the first time in a long time?

How do you know that’s what I’m feeling?

I can read your emotions through your thoughts.

I guess I need to be more deadpan in my thinking.

Was Merrick correct? That whole waking up comment? Maybe the last couple of years had been exactly that. Not only was the town waking up again, but so were its residents.

No one had mentioned that maybe the Wicked Shitz had cast a spell over Blue Balls Falls, but once they were dealt with, it certainly seemed as though the sunshine had come out from behind the clouds.

It stood to reason that something as horrible and heinous as the murder of Broo’s mother in the bakery would dim the magic, but I don’t think I’d realized quite how dim the years had been. We’d always been told that dark magic left traces.

Once over the initial shock, though, we’d picked up our lives and moved on, never talking about it, never looking toward the dark, covered windows of a once lively place.

It was funny how something as simple as a pumpkin spice cheesecake bakery could make a small, magical town come alive.

“Should we open an actual shop or keep with the pop-ups?” I asked, remembering how fun it had been last Fall when everyone came out with goodies from their stores and the festival style atmosphere. We’d had fun as a town, as a community of magicals again.

“Oh, I think the pop-ups are a good idea. I mean, who could walk by and not want a cookie?”

You’re happy.

Am I?

Yes.

I glanced around the table. Very little food had been touched, but the conversation between my sisters and I had been nice. We hadn’t sat for a meal, around a table, in a longer than I cared to remember. 

And to think, we had demons to thank for it. 

You’re welcome, love.

I tried not to roll my eyes, but failed miserably because even though I wasn’t looking directly at him, Merrick’s deep laughter sounded in every corner of my mind.

Bane of my existence.

But a lovable one.

Keep telling yourself that.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

Rolling out cookie dough soothed my nerves. Normally. Today, not so much. Today it was like beating a dead witch and I’d never even liked that saying. I mean, who comes up with shizz like that?

Anyway…

I’d woken up this morning to find my three unwanted ghostly guests floating around my bed. I’d screamed so loud and long I was sure to have awaked half the countryside.

My sisters had appeared in the midst of it and shooed the ghosts away and once I’d caught my breath, it had been suggested that I should bake some cookies. It always made me feel better and both Kandy and Ky were right. Cookies always made things better.

But now as I rolled the dough to within an inch of its sugary life while glaring at the ghosts and Wickeds playing some strange game amongst themselves, I wasn’t finding any peace or soothing of frayed nerves. No, I just got more and more frustrated with the rolling of the pin one way and back the other.

What was I going to do? How was I going to get rid of the ghosts? And even if I could figure it out, where was I going to send them? It’s not like I could put them back into the recipe. I mean, could I? No. No, I couldn’t. But without alerting Baba Yaga, what was I going to do with them?

Would you like me to lift the protective spell around the house?

And then there was the demon. He was always in my head. He was always listening to my thoughts. It was like I had no privacy. Ghosts, cats, Wickeds, sisters, and demons. There was always someone or something around and… Okay, not always. This had only been going on for two days now. But where was my quiet, cookie making life?

For all that my sisters and I were sociable together and with some people in town, we were, by nature, solitary women.

But we were thinking of opening a bakery of sorts and being in town more.

We were surrounded by other magicals and well, demons.

There were others in our lives now and it was weird, and I wasn’t sure I liked it.

Of course, you do.

Bane of my existence, remember?

But that at least makes me something to you.

Shut up. And why would I want you to lift the spell around the house, other than the fact that it was high handed?

So the ghosts can get out of your hair for a little while.

As I told them, they can’t go floating around town. That wouldn’t be safe for anyone. At least, I don’t think it would.

I can confine them to the property.

But if others see them, there will be questions.

Can ghosts be seen in the sunlight?

That was a pretty good question. Could they?

Don’t you have demonly things to do? Things that don’t involve talking to me all day?

I do, but why would I want to? I’d rather talk to you.

Won’t you lose your job?

If I fulfill my destiny as your mate, I’ll lose my job anyway.

You will?

“I will.”

For the second time, I screamed. Only this time, it wasn’t long and it was accompanied by me tossing the rolling pin in the air.

Thankfully, Merrick caught it and laid it on top of the counter beside the flatter than flat square of cookie dough.

“Okay, love. That’s it.”

“What’s it?”

He smiled and blew me a kiss, then gave a wave of his hand. “Ghosts? Outside. Now.”

Three faded images looked in Merrick’s direction with surprise. At least, I think it was surprise. It could’ve been fright or constipation for all I knew.

“You mean it?”

“Aww… Do they have to go outside?” asked one of the Wickeds.

“Yeah,” a second one pouted. “Do they have to? We were having fun.”

“We were just about to run through all three of them to see if they’d go back together the right way after or if they’d have a different head on different bodies.”

“All of you can go outside. You’re confined to the yard, though. There’s a circle of protection that will keep you in.”

“How will we know where it is?”

Merrick smiled what I guessed his demon smile would be, all beautiful and evil at the same time. “You’ll disintegrate into a pile of nothing.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound very nice.”

“But I wonder if it would hurt?”

“I wonder if we’d reform into these bodies?”

“Whatever these are, they’re not bodies.”

“C’mon, ghosts,” cried the Wickeds in unison. “Let’s go find out.”

With what was certainly shock on my face and gratitude in the slump of my shoulders, I stood by and watched as three thieving spirits and three blue Wickeds left out the door and into the sunlight beyond.

Their beings faded away, but every so often, a shift in the air could be spotted.

“Well, that will be an interesting game of hide and seek,” I said, slamming the kitchen door shut and trying my best to forget any of them existed at all.

“Are you going to be alright?”

“Yes. Thank you, Merrick.”

His smile lit up my whole life. “That’s the first time you’ve used my name.”

“It is, isn’t it?”

“It sounds lovely rolling off your tongue, love.” He stepped closer and leaned down to press his lips to my ear. “Say it again.”

“I…”

“My name, love. Say it again, right here, against my skin.”

I felt foolish and entranced at the same time. “Merrick,” I whispered.

He shivered and placed a tender kiss to my temple. “Yes. Lovely.”

With that, he was gone.

I’ll be back in a while to check on your guests.

The kitchen with its silence was unnerving. What the hell was wrong with me? I didn’t want anyone around, but the first moment I had alone, I didn’t like it.

“Kandy,” I spoke into the room.

She would hear my call. She would sense my need to see her.

She would show up as soon as she —

“Hey. What’s up?” she said, flouncing into the room from the hallway. Each time I saw her nowadays, she was smiling. She was bright, and she was happy.

Falling in love suited her.

“Merrick said if we actually get together as mates that he’ll lose his demon job.”

“Yes.”

“You knew?”

“Well, not until recently. Morgan’s been around more and more and more. I was beginning to think he didn’t trust me, so one day I asked him what was up. And he said there’s a transition in place because he’s mated now.”

“So, there’s someone who’s going to take over for him?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Do you feel bad? I mean, that he’s not going to be a demon anymore?”

“I don’t know. I probably should. I mean, I think he enjoyed it. Does it change how you feel about Merrick?”

“What do you mean? I don’t feel any way about Merrick?”

“Oh, you don’t lie very well, Kay. I know you feel something, and I know it’s something good.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’m your sister. I’m part of you.”

“Well, I know that, but… I don’t want him to lose his job.”

“He’s a demon.”

“I know that, too, but even demons serve a purpose.”

“I believe you’re his purpose. His job was, well, a job.”

“It’s what he was born to.”

“He was also born for you.”

“Love has made you kooky.”

“Cookie? Oh yes, I’d love one.”

“Ha-ha.” Yet, she tore a hunk of cookie dough off the corner and proceeded to devour it bit by bit. “It’ll work out. You’ll see. You just have to let your guard down and let him in.”

“You didn’t want to with Morgan.”

“And then I did.” It suited her, too.

“Want to see something strange?” I asked.

“Always.”

“Okay, so, I was going to try Gertie’s cookie recipe again, but when I went to measure the ingredients using my own measuring cups and my own mixing bowl, her things started flipping out on the counter over there.”

“Really? Show me.”

So, I did.

I took the recipe from beside Gertie’s bowl and set it by mine, then took out my favorite measuring cup. As I began to scoop flour into it, her measuring spoons started clacking against themselves and her bowl thumped against the counter.

“Oh my.”

“And that’s not all.” I picked up my measuring cup of flour and turned it upside down over my bowl, only to have it slide back and flour end up on the counter and floor.

“Uh…”

I nodded. “I know. Crazy, right?”

“No, honey. That’s freaky. Who’s controlling, or what’s controlling your bowl?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s like her stuff is jealous or something.”

“Or haunted.”

“What if…”

“What if what?”

“What if Gertie isn’t really dead.”

“What do you mean?”

“What if Gertie is the bowl? Or what if she was cursed into the bowl somehow?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s what’s going on. I think her belongings, these belongings are enchanted, yes, but even the ghosts say she didn’t go anywhere or enter any competition without using that bowl and those measuring cups and spoons.”

“I’m just sayin’… Seems a little odd that stuff would go berserk just because you tried to use the recipe with another bowl.”

Later, after Kandy left, I had to admit, she might’ve been on to something. We’d seen some crazy things over the years, though none quite as crazy as Broo and the Wicked Shitz and the magical baking staff.

Still, though…

 

Reveal to me your secrets

Butter, sugar, and flour

Lift away your enchantments

And roll away deeds, sweet and sour

 

At first, nothing happened, and I figured it was the same as the pieces of paper in the trunk up in the attic. But the moment I decided to turn away, the air in the kitchen filled with the scent of vanilla and butter.

“Oh, fudge. Don’t be another ghost. Please.”

The mixing bowl began to spin. Slow at first, then faster and faster until I thought it might spin right off the counter. It never did.

When it slowed and took its final spin, what I saw had me blinking and backing up to the other side of the room.

There were a pair of eyes. A nose. And lips, which were pursed at first, but then widened into a porcelain smile.

“Only another cookie witch who’d found my recipe would’ve been able to find me. Hello, dear.”

“H-hello,” I said meekly. “Why are you trapped inside a mixing bowl?”

“Obviously, I was cursed into it.”

Obviously. “You don’t seem angry.”

“What’s the use in being angry. I can’t do anything about it.”

“Is there no way to get you out?”

“I imagine a pretty powerful witch or wizard could, but you don’t seem to be one.”

“That’s rather rude. How do you know I’m not?”

“Well, are you?”

“No, but that’s beside the point.”

“Tell me, have you found my recipe?”

“Yes.”

“And do you know its secret?”

“That you cursed three thieves into it? Yep.”

“I didn’t do that.”

“They said you did.”

“But, I didn’t.”

“I am so confused.”

“Seems you’ve had a busy couple of days.”

“I have. So, if you didn’t curse them, then who did? And why?”

The lips turned to a frown and the eyes became sad.

And I was talking to a bowl.

“Jealousy, plain and simple.”

“Because of your recipe?”

“No. Well, yes.”

“I gotta tell you, they must be some incredible cookies. I’ve been baking all my life and I’ve never found any recipe worth stealing or cursing people for.”

“It’s not the cookies themselves, dear, but what others get out of them. But they are pretty spectacular and followed precisely, the cookies are the perfect blend of sweet, buttery, soft, and crispy. That’s not why she was jealous, though.”

“She? Who was it that was jealous?”

“My sister.”

“Gracie? Aunt Gracie did this to you?”

“To them, too.”

“They swear it was you.”

“I was already here, inside this bowl. I couldn’t have done it. I was supposed to meet Howard for dinner, but I never made it.”

“Howard? Oh! Bowler Hat.” Now that I think about it, he looked like a Howard. “Okay, well, we have to get you out of the bowl. I don’t know how, but clearly I can’t leave you in there.”

“You’ll need a pretty power —”

“Yes, yes, I know. A pretty powerful witch or wizard. What about a demon? And if you come out of the bowl, will you be alive or a ghostly figure of yourself?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. Gracie didn’t want me coming out still alive, so possibly ghostly.”

“If she did this to you, how do you know what she did to them?”

“She made me watch. I couldn’t speak and they never realized I was witness to what happened.”

“Do you know how to get rid of them?”

“I don’t know what lies beyond this existence.”

“Well, isn’t that just awesome… Can you tell me why I can’t make your recipe in my own bowl?”

“Oh, dear, you can. I just needed to somehow get your attention. You seemed content to think me a mere enchanted piece of kitchenware. You know, you should listen to your sister more. She’s a bright one, she is.”

“That’s it. I’ve had enough for one morning. I’ll get back to you.”

Gertie spluttered as I tossed a kitchen towel over her ceramic residence.

 

*

 

“Bethilda?” I called, materializing inside the lobby of the Blue Balls Falls Inn.

“Kaydence! What a delight! What brings you here for the second day in a row?”

“Gertie. She was cursed into her mixing bowl.”

Bethilda slapped a hand over her heart and gasped. “What?”

“You know how… Well, you know… Ah, hell… I’ve had my fill of ghosts and talking pottery. I need a powerful witch to get Gertie out of the bowl.”

“Slow down… Tell me everything.”

And so, I did.

Bethilda’s eyes widened and after a bit, she ushered me into a small room which she closed off from the rest of the inn. A tray with a pitcher of lavender lemonade appeared on a small table next to a comfy looking arm chair. I plopped down and helped myself to a glass.

“Is that all?” she asked when I came to the end of my tale. 

“Yes.”

She plopped down into an identical chair on the other side of the small table. “Well, I never would’ve thought that of Gracie. She had us all snowed.”

“Speaking of snowed… This is not how I’d pictured Christmas in July going.”

“I know. We’ll get this all sorted out and you’ll be back to celebrating in no time.”

“So, you know someone who can help?”

“I do, but you won’t like it.”

“I am not calling for her. Do you think one of the demons can do it? It’s not like we have a shortage of them in town. They’re minions of Hell. Surely one of them can undo a curse like this.”

“It’s possible we can get her out of the bowl, but what to do with her after? That’s out of our realm unless you want to destroy them, and that is beyond questionable.”

“I guess it makes sense now why Aunt Gracie never wanted to talk about Gertie again.”

“Yes, I would agree.”

“I guess Daddy never knew what Aunt Gracie had done.”

“I can’t imagine what it must’ve done to her to keep the secret for so many years. She was sweet as pie on the outside, but she must’ve been shriveled up on the inside. The war she must’ve raged within herself.”

“I don’t think I’d care much about that. How anyone could do something like that to a sister is beyond me.”

“Did Gertie say what the jealousy was about? Was it the fame Gertie had that made Gracie do this or was it something else?”

“She didn’t say.” I swallowed the last of my lemonade and filled my glass again. “There’s something different about this batch of lemonade.”

“Oh, it’s got a little pick-me-up in it. I figured you might need it.”

“I do. Did. This has been a rough two days and I just want my life back.”

She reached over and patted my hand. “Call your demon, Kay. See what he can do.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

“How did you get here?” I asked Merrick, who was holding me tight against his chest. “How did I get here?”

“Bethilda reached out to Kandy who reached out to me. Seems you had a little too much libation, as the innkeeper put it, and your system wasn’t able to handle it. How do you feel?”

I yawned. “Sleepy.”

“I’ll put you to bed.”

“You’ll do no such… BUUUUUURP… thing. Sorry.”

Merrick chuckled, but didn’t skip a beat as he carried me through the cottage to my bedroom. “I will.”

“It’s still daylight.”

“It’s early afternoon. You shouldn’t be drinking such things this early in the day.” He laid me on top of my bed and with a small gesture, produced a beautiful blanket that matched the midnight of his skin.

“A lot happened after you left.”

“So I’m told.”

“Can you help?”

Merrick settled the blanket over me and a sigh escaped my lips. It was like being surrounded by him. His heat, his scent… “I’m going to try.”

“What will it cost me?” I asked on another yawn. I turned on my side and settled my head into my pillow. He knelt beside my bed and brushed my hair back from my face. He was so lovely to gaze upon.

Were all demons as lovely as he and his brothers?

“No, love. Not all. And it will cost you nothing.”

“Of course, it will cost me something. Everything you do costs me something. Nothing is free.”

“This time I will make an exception. For you. There is nothing in this for me to gain by making bargains or deals.”

“Demons aren’t kind.”

“This one is. Is not my brother kind to your sister?”

“That’s different.”

“Not so much. Rest now, love. I will keep watch over your home and your guests.”

“And the bowl.”

“I will see what I can do to free your aunt from her prison.”

I settled in with the warmth of the blanket over me and the warmth of his hand caressing my face and hair. This must be what it felt like to be tempted by him and if so, I could understand why mere mortals would give in to him.

I closed my eyes, though I didn’t want to do so. I wanted to continue looking at Merrick, but my eyelids were so heavy and I drifted off.

 

By the time I came to, Merrick was still sitting in front of me, still brushing my hair back from my face, still smiling at me, but more than that, there were excited voices coming from somewhere else in the house. Female voices. More than one, and my sisters weren’t among them.

“Who’s here?” I said, sounding more like a croaking frog than a woman. Merrick produced a glass of water, which he held out to me. I sat up and immediately wished I hadn’t. The headache was awful, but the cotton in my mouth was worse.

He helped me take a few sips, then eased my head back down on my pillow.

“Well, it seems there were a few ladies who’d heard about your issue with your aunt in the bowl and felt called to come and see what they could do to help out.”

“A few ladies?”

“Ruth and the Prayer Circle?”

“Oh. Did they know Gertie?”

“Seems they did and were more than eager to put their collective powers to use.”

“Did it work?”

“It did.”

“Are you alright?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“They’re called the Prayer Circle.”

“Yes, well, that isn’t a big deal with me. It’s not like being around them or them around me is going to set one of us on fire. We’re free to associate.”

“So, my aunt is out of her mixing bowl?”

“Yes.”

“Is she a ghost?”

“No. She isn’t.”

“So, Gracie took the life forces of the others, but not Gertie’s?”

“That’s what it sounds like.”

I closed my eyes again and lay there trying to process everything Merrick was telling me. The laughter from the kitchen made me smile, but it still left a few questions, the main one being, what were we supposed to do with the ghosts?

“I should get up and go see what’s going on.”

“Careful, love.”

“You’re a demon,” I whispered.

“Yes, that’s been well established.”

“Why are you so nice?”

“Just because I’m a demon doesn’t mean I have to be unkind. Haven’t you ever heard the saying about honey and vinegar?”

“Yes. You’re saying you charm people by being nice.”

“Are you charmed, love?”

I was afraid if I wasn’t already, that before long I would be.

With his hand behind me and my hand gripping his arm, he helped me sit up again. I drained the glass of water and put my feet on the floor. “I don’t think I want whatever Bethilda put in that lemonade again.”

“No, I don’t think that would be a good idea at all. You’re a bit of a lightweight.”

“I am not.”

“You can’t hold your liquor, so, yes you are.”

“Oh. Okay, well, that might be true.” I stood and was a little wobbly, but within a few seconds I was able to stand on my own and walk out the bedroom door without bumping into the wall or falling over.

The kitchen was a merry place. Cookies were baking, as were a few pies. It smelled heavenly and my stomach rumbled.

“Oh, my dear, you’re awake.”

“And you’re not in the bowl anymore,” I said with a smile.

“Thank the Goddess for that. And my Prayer Circle friends, too. My… You look just like I did when I was… Well, me.”

“You’re still you, Gertie.”

“Not the me I was. My hair is red with loads of gray and I’m a smidge paler than I used to be.”

“How do you feel?”

“I honestly don’t know. I have been trying to figure that out and I’m not sure.”

“Did you bake all these?” I motioned to the cookies cooling on racks. Every available surface in the kitchen was occupied by either a mess, cookies, or pies.

“We all baked a little something,” one of The Prayer Circle ladies said. “It was the least we could do. You’ve had a hectic couple of days.”

Why did everyone keep saying that? It wasn’t that I was unable to handle a little bit of stress. Sure, three ghosts and an aunt stuck in a bowl was a little more than most people had to deal with on a daily basis, but as long as this was a once in a lifetime event, I was good. I wasn’t helpless. I still didn’t have a plan for getting the ghosts out of my house, but I wasn’t helpless and I would come up with something sooner or later.

Hopefully, sooner. Like in the immediate future.

Speaking of… “Where are the others?”

“Still outside. I believe they’re all napping.”

I glanced out the window over the sink and sure enough, in the shade of one of the oak trees, the three blue Wickeds and the three ghosts, were passed out in the grass. “So, they don’t even know Gertie is here?”

“Not yet.”

I stole a cookie from the nearest cooling rack and turned to Gertie. “What was the jealousy about? What could Aunt Gracie be so bothered by that she’d do the things she did?”

“She was in love with Howard.”

“Who? Oh… right. Sorry. They don’t remember their names,” I informed her. “They don’t remember what year it happened, either.”

“What do they remember?”

“Bits and pieces of things. The curse she placed on them… She made sure they’d remember the very last thing that happened to them.”

“Meaning where they thought it was me doing that to them.” Gertie’s face fell in sadness and a tear slipped from one of her eyes. “I didn’t realize Gracie hated me so much.”

“I don’t think she hated you.” I said the words, but what else drives a sister to do what Gracie did?

“She must have. She cursed us all to wretched existences and for what? Because she wanted a man who wanted me? Because she wanted the fame that I had? Because she couldn’t see beyond her own jealousy?”

The Prayer Circle enveloped Gertie in a hug as she cried.

I nibbled on the cookie in my hand and though it was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted, given the circumstances, it rather tasted like ash in my mouth, too.

I couldn’t imagine the feeling of betrayal and the heartbrokenness Gertie must feel. And I couldn’t imagine my sisters ever being jealous of me in that way or me jealous of them. We were so close, as close as sisters could be and we each had our own talents and own powers that kept us free from encroaching on each other.

“I’m so sorry, Gertie.”

She sniffled from inside the group of ladies holding her and soon they eased away and busied themselves with cleaning up. “It’s not your fault, dear. I’m just so glad you found the bowl and that I was able to get your attention.”

“Me, too. How to you think Howard is going to react when he sees you? And why did they think Gracie was you?”

“She could disguise herself to look like anyone she wanted. It didn’t take anything for her to transform her looks and shape into that of any other person. That’s what she did. She transformed herself to look like me.”

Damn. Aunt Gracie was cold. “Do you want to go outside and talk to them?”

“I don’t know. What if they don’t believe me?”

“How could they not? You were stuck in a bowl for Goddess’ sake.” That brought a shaky smile to her lips and she wiped her eyes with a handkerchief she produced from the pocket of her dress. “Will you come with me?” she asked. “To talk to them, I mean.”

“Of course, I will.”

Out the door we went. I looked back to find Merrick watching us, an interesting smile playing about his lips.

What was he thinking? Did I want to know? Or was it enough that he was always smiling at me?

“Your demon. He’s a real stunner,” Gertie said, taking my arm, as though she could read my mind.

“He’s not my demon, but yes, he is very handsome.”

“Of course he’s yours, dear.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Demons don’t just hang around for the hell of it. They usually have a mission and if you’re not his mission, then he’s simply yours.”

“Somehow, I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“And then, of course, there’s the way he looks at you. Like you’re everything.”

“He’s just kind and looking out for me.”

“You are in denial, aren’t you? You’ll come around sooner or later. He’s not going anywhere.”

“How did you know he’s a demon?”

“He told me.”

“Oh.”

The closer we got to the oak tree and the six figures laid out in the grass, the stiffer Gertie became and the tighter her hold on my arm.

The Wickeds stirred first and one by one jumped up. They stared at Gertie and she stared at them. “Who are they?” she asked.

“They’re of Hell. They cause mayhem wherever they go when they’re free. But most of them are servants of the demons. Not Merrick or his brothers. They’ve freed these three. They’re called Wickeds.”

Ms. Remarkable stirred next and when she saw me and Gertie, she spluttered to Bowler Hat Man, er… Howard, and Cane Lady, to wake up. I didn’t know ghosts could sleep or did sleep.

Learn something new every day.

Howard came to his feet and helped Cane Lady as well.

When they looked up, something akin to shock or maybe fear, transformed their typically benign faces into visages that I would see in my nightmares.

“You,” hissed Cane Lady.

“Hello, Martha.”

“Why aren’t you dead?”

“It’s the least you deserve after what you did to us.”

“She deserved a grisly demise.”

“Hello to you, too, Jean.”

The insults flew back and forth from Cane Lady, er… Martha, and Ms. Remarkable, to Gertie, but she wasn’t listening. She was staring at Bowler… Howard. And he was staring at her.

“I didn’t do it.”

“You were supposed to meet me.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t.”

“I couldn’t. Gracie…” Gertie began to explain what had happened. I took a step back and urged the Wickeds to come with me. They didn’t appear to care much what I wanted, but soon they fell in line and headed back to the house. I turned to find Merrick halfway between where I stood and the back door. The Wickeds were being called by him.

Was there no one or nothing he couldn’t charm?

Wickeds are different, love. They have to obey me or my brothers, even if they are somewhat free of their enslavement.

Gertie says you’re my demon.

She’s right.

I don’t want you to lose your job as a demon.

I would’ve thought that would make you happy.

Why would you think that? Everyone needs something to do and you’re good at yours, right? So, why wouldn’t I want you to keep your job?

I can’t be with you if I do.

I know.

Oh, wait… Is this you telling me you don’t want me?

I have to tell you that?

You are still fighting fate.

Don’t you have demon stuff to do?

You cannot get rid of me that easily.

You could always go help the Prayer Circle ladies.

I could, but I wanted to be sure you were all right.

I am.

I can see.

All was silent in my head after that. I watched him turn and walk back into the house, but continued to stare long after he’d disappeared inside. Late afternoon sunlight caught the Christmas lights and made them glint and gleam. Prisms of color danced along the edges of my cottage and the sight made me smile.

I loved Christmas lights. No matter what time of year it was. They added sparkle and happiness to life.

Gertie was still in conversation with the ghosts and I was glad to see that none of them looked ready to eat her heart out of her chest. Ms. Remarkable, er… Jean appeared wary and I suppose I could understand that.

But on the selfish side, I now had three ghosts and one old woman I needed to do something with. Though, honestly, it could be twenty people and I still wouldn’t have a clue how to get rid of them.

I left them under the oak tree.

When I stepped into my kitchen, I found Wickeds at my kitchen table eating mini pies and making more of a mess on themselves than I’d ever seen anyone do. They would need to be sprayed down with water hoses and scrubbed with soap.

Merrick was nowhere to be seen.

The Prayer Circle ladies were gathered around the window over the sink watching what was happening under the oak.

I stole a mini pie and bit into it.

Strawberry.

One of my favorite flavors.

The crust was incredible and flaky.

The filling was sweet and tart and perfect.

I could eat more than one. Or two. Or five. They were delicious.

The cookies were undecorated, but I saw the icing lined up in piping bags. Various colors of white, green, red, blue, and yellow. The sight made me smile.

Cookies were what I’d wanted to do from the moment I got up yesterday morning. And cookies were what I would do right now.

I picked up the piping back with white icing in it and took one of the ghost cookies from the cooling rack, and laid it on a piece of parchment.

Along the edges of the cookie, I outlined the shape, then carefully filled it in.

Yes, this is what my heart wanted to do. Cookies.

I felt relaxation wash over me and a Christmas song sprang to my lips and I began to hum, forgetting all that had been going on over the past forty-eight hours.

There would be time enough to deal with all of them again soon enough.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

The walk into town was a long one, but it was a nice one as I was followed by a cloud of snow. It wasn’t a cold snow, just an extension of the spell over my cottage.

I also carried with me a basket of cookies. I decorated all the ones that had been baked by the Prayer Circle and Gertie. It was the first time I’d had cookies to deliver to the people of Blue Balls Falls the way I had planned all along when I was anticipating the celebration of Christmas in July. Not that I didn’t enjoy delivering cookies to people all through the year, but Christmas cookies in July were a nice thought.

They not only looked different because of their shapes… candy canes, trees, angels, bells, reindeer, but there was something magical about the taste of a Christmas cookie as opposed to other sugar cookies.

I—

“Are those cookies in the basket?”

I looked down to see a black cat trotting along side me. Shari the Cat. “Well, look who it is. You’ve been scarce.”

“The ghosts freak me out and they’re mean.”

“A demon doesn’t freak you out. You were familiar to a warlock. And now a witch. But ghosts freak you out?”

“They’re mean. Don’t forget that part. They petrified me and stuffed me in a cabinet.”

I’d give her that. They were rather unkind to her and I was ready to send them to the underworld for it, so she had a point. “If they upset you this much, you can’t come back home with me.”

“I know. They’re still there.”

“And, if I may say, you’re my familiar, or you say you are. You also say I need you, yet you’re not around. Aren’t you supposed to protect me? What happens if I need it?”

“The demon can take care of it until the ghosts are gone.”

“Uh huh.” Leave it to me to have a scaredy cat for a familiar. Literally.

“Have you missed me?”

“Nope.”

“You’re a terrible liar.”

“I’m not lying. I didn’t even realize you were gone.”

“You just said I’d been scarce.”

“Yes, well, it wasn’t until you showed up that I realized I hadn’t seen you.”

She rubbed up against my leg and wound her way through my feet as I walked. Oddly enough, I didn’t trip or lose my footing or slow in my steps at all. She seemed to know where I was going to put my foot down at just the right moment.

She was a deft little cat.

And she was right. I had missed her, but I would never admit it out loud to her.

“Who are you delivering cookies to today?”

“I thought I’d stop at the inn and at Leon’s and go to see Broo and Amir.”

“Oh good. They all like me.”

That they did, though Leon was still a might skittish around Shari given how similar to her brothers, Larry and Barry, she looked. However, there was something infinitely sassy about the way she walked that gave her the distinction of being female.

“And then are you going back home?”

“Probably. I don’t trust the ghosts any more than you do, even with Gertie there.”

“Wait.” She sat down in front of where I was to place my foot next. “You mean, there is a Gertie? They weren’t making that up?”

“Yes. There is a Gertie.”

Shari stared up at me a little quizzically, then turned around and continued walking in the direction of town.

“What are we going to do when they’re all gone?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, what’s going to happen with us?”

“I’m afraid I still don’t follow.”

“Will the demon come to live with us, or will we go to live with him? And are any of the Wickeds going to live with us? I don’t really like any of them, either, but I could probably handle at least one being around. Larry doesn’t like them all living with him and Morgan and Kandy. I don’t think Kandy minds all that much, though.”

“I… I haven’t thought about it,” I said. This time I wasn’t lying because I hadn’t thought about what would happen once the ghosts were taken care of, and I hadn’t thought about what would happen with Merrick and me, and I definitely hadn’t planned on any of the Wickeds coming to live in my house. I mean, it would be fair. There were three of them and three of us and they each had a demon they’d lived with prior to living in Blue Balls Falls. “I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“You do like the demon, don’t you? I mean, I only ask because I don’t want to have to move somewhere else. I like your cottage. It’s not too big and I don’t feel like I’m so alone as I did when I lived with the warlock.”

“I didn’t know you felt alone.”

“He had a big old house that was too big for just him and then he was dying, and I spent so much of my time alone…”

Was she just telling a sob story or was she being serious? She hadn’t ever talked this much about her life before coming to Blue Balls Falls. I’d often wondered about it, but didn’t feel it was my place to ask. She’d chosen me, though, and while I didn’t like to admit I liked having her around, I had become used to her and wouldn’t want her to leave.

“Your home will be with me wherever I am.”

“Okay. Good. I like that. See, I knew you’d warm up to me.”

“I suppose I have.”

The edge of town loomed ahead, and I would be glad to get there. It was hot out and I could use something cold to drink, but I wouldn’t be partaking of anything Bethilda had. That memory was very fresh in my mind.

Perhaps Broo would have some of the plain lemonade.

It still astonished me that something as simple as lemonade had been all but forgotten along with so many other things after the killing of Broo’s mother. The diners in town and the candy shop and other places to eat had still been open, and still had good food and drinks on their menus, but nothing ever tasted as good then as it did now.

Leon’s Shooting Range was the first business I came to as the trees in the valley began to thin. My snow spell only worked outside, so as soon as I walked inside, it was no longer snowing on me. Shari sashayed in beside me. Leon sat behind the glass counter scribbling on a notepad, only looking up when Shari meowed softly.

He smiled. “Kaydence. I didn’t expect to see you today.”

“Some cookies for you,” I said, setting the basket on the floor. I bent down, took out a small container, and put them in front of him. “I’m sorry I haven’t brought any before now.”

“Oh shoot. It’s fine. You know I never expect them, but it’s always lovely. I will never turn down sweets, especially cookies.”

“I know. These are vanilla sugar cookies.”

He opened up the box and took out a cookie. “Ghosts?”

“A little humor to go along with my current situation.”

“Yes. How is that going? Have you found a solution yet?”

“No, but some new things have come to light and have gotten both more and less complicated.”

He reached out and patted my hand. “I’m sure you’ll figure it all out. You’re a smart witch.”

“Thank you. Oh, and I don’t know if you’d heard, but Gertie wasn’t the one who’d gone nuts all those years ago. It was Gracie.”

“Well, I’ll be… Somehow, though, I’m not surprised.” That was all he said. I thought he might elaborate, but he didn’t say anything further.

“Well, I’m off to deliver more cookies. I hope you enjoy those.”

“Thank you, Kay. I am certain I will,” he said, taking a bite of the ghost cookie he’d picked up.

I waved and Shari and I walked out of the building. Bethilda’s inn was next. She was always there, day or night. I don’t know if she slept or not, but anytime I’d ever been inside, she’d been there.

The sun shown off the windows which always gleamed. Fans whirred on the large front porch, and several people I’d never seen before rocked in rocking chairs. I waved. They waved back.

“Bethilda,” I called when I walked in and didn’t see her in the dining room or behind the small front desk. Soon she emerged from a door behind the stairway.

“Kay? You’re back!”

“Yes, I —”

“You brought cookies!”

“Yes.”

“And… Gertie. Gertie made them. Oh my goodness.”

“She did. While I was passed out from that lemonade.”

Bethilda blushed. “You seemed to need the stress relief,” she said by way of explanation.

“Perhaps I did, but I won’t be wanting any more of it.” I pulled a box from the basket and handed it over to her.

“Oh, thank you. I can’t wait to dive into these. But they’ll have to wait. I have a meeting to get back to. Thank you for dropping these off.”

“You’re welcome.” I waved good-bye to her, feeling for the first time since I’d know her, that she was brushing me off. I walked back outside. The afternoon hadn’t cooled off, but standing on the porch under the fans felt nice.

July in Virginia…

Skipping down the steps to the sidewalk, I looked back the way I’d come, and then looked up the street in the other direction. Residents and visitors walked through town, in and out of storefronts. It was great to see how much life Blue Balls Falls had now. Every time I came into town, I couldn’t stop marveling at it. 

Movies started playing at the theater again. Nothing I was really interested in. Horror flicks. Just because we were a magical town didn’t mean we all liked scary movies. The least they could do was play something that would appeal to the rest of us.

The Prayer Circle started up the bridge club that had disbanded. Broo’s mother had played and was the reigning champion when she’d died. I wonder if anyone had ever told Broo.

Goat Yoga had begun catching on and well, I just didn’t understand the draw. Goats standing on your back as you moved into different positions? No, thank you.

I crossed the street and pressed on the call button outside Witchin’ Spice Bakery to alert Broo and Amir that someone was at the door. A buzzer sounded and I let myself in.

The bakery itself was dark, but there was a light on at the top of the stairs.

“I’ve brought cookies,” I said as I began climbing. Shari ran up ahead of me.

“Finally!” Broo said, meeting me on the landing. “I’ve been wondering when you were going to bring some into town. I was thinking I’d have to come out and get them.”

“I decorated the house so you should come out.”

“You did?”

“Yes.”

“I will definitely do that, then.” She took the box I offered and led me into her living room. It had been a replica of her old apartment from New York, but it looked different than it had even a year ago.

She unofficially lived with Amir, but they tried to keep up the pretense that they weren’t living together. I had no idea why. None of us did. “So, I heard about what’s been going on. Are they real ghosts?”

“Yes.”

As much as Broo was re-educating us about modern human life, she was still learning all about the life of magicals. She’d encountered warlocks, witches, magical objects, and cursed frogs. She’d been awed and frightened and bemused.

She’d also been something of a menace when it came to her own unique powers.

“Can you see through them?”

“Yes. The Wickeds like to run through them to make them wobbly.”

“Are you going to have to call upon You Know Who?”

I sighed. “I hope not, but…”

“But?” Broo prompted, fishing a cookie out of her box. She nibbled around the edges before taking a large bite. The reindeer was now headless.

She moaned and smiled and closed her eyes in bliss.

“Would you like to be left alone with the cookies?”

“Maybe,” she said with her mouth full. “So, why don’t you want to call her? I mean, I get it. Believe me, I get it. She’s a royal pain. And a know it all. And smug as all shit.”

Broo wasn’t wrong in her assessment. Baba Yaga was someone who didn’t seem to like any of us and I’m not sure any of us liked her. I’d tried on the few occasions I’d had to meet her, but for the most part, she didn’t exude friendliness and warmth. She appeared more than a little annoyed anytime she was needed. If she was going to be in a position of power, shouldn’t she at least try to get along with people? Especially those who needed her from time to time?

“I realize I may not have a choice, but I’m not ready to concede just yet.”

“What have you done to try and get rid of them?”

“Nothing. And I know I should be doing something, but the truth is, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where to start or what clues I’m even supposed to be looking for.”

“I understand that. I wouldn’t know how to get rid of them, either. No one has any suggestions?”

“Other than to call Baba Yaga? No.”

“Then you may have to.”

“I know,” I said miserably. “It’s not so much that I don’t want help, it’s that I don’t really want her help. She has to come to everyone’s rescue here. I’m sure there are other towns that can handle their own fiascos without having to bother her. I can’t imagine all witches need her help, but those in this town certainly seem to. We’re definitely not the most powerful.”

“Maybe not, but we’re unique and we have our own contributions. We may have things happen that we can’t control or fix on our own, but the things we do well are magical in their own ways.”

“When did you become so wise?”

“I don’t really know.”

“How are you and Amir doing?”

“We’re… We’re okay.”

“Are you still struggling?”

“No, not so much anymore.”

“He’s wearing you down, then?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Don’t be afraid. Amir is a good man and he adores you. It’s plain to see every time he looks at you.”

Broo blushed and nibbled on another cookie. A tree this time. “I know. And if you want to know a little secret? I kind of adore him, too. He’s a super guy and honestly, I just don’t think I can keep up the resistance.”

I smiled. It had been a long time coming, this admission from Broo. We’d all been wondering when she was going to figure out how she felt about him.

“What’s that look?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Was there a bet or something?”

“A bet? No, of course not.”

“Hmm… Well, I know everyone must’ve thought I’d never realize I had feelings for Amir, but it just takes me a bit longer than most I guess given the circumstances of my birth and the death of my mother and then the way I was raised. I’ve been skittish when it comes to letting people in and getting close to them.”

“I can understand that. You grew up not really trusting anyone and it’s hard to accept when you come across someone who is worthy of it.”

It was Broo who smiled this time. “That’s it exactly. I don’t know how you knew how to explain it, but that was perfect.”

“I don’t know either. I grew up the opposite way you did. I had family and love and people I trusted and who trusted me. I can’t imagine how lonely you must have been.”

“There was a lot of that. I probably wouldn’t have acknowledged it at the time, but looking back I can.”

“Well, you’re not alone anymore. You have friends, Bethilda, and Amir. You’re surrounded by love and acceptance.”

“I am. Thank you.” She held up the box of cookies she was still eating. “And thank you for these. They’re delicious.”

“You’re so welcome.” I pulled out a second box and handed it over. “I packed two for you.”

Broo was a bottomless pit when it came to food. I’d never met anyone who liked food as much as she did, but once she found out that she’d never gain weight because she had a witch’s metabolism, she’d been eating nearly nonstop.

“I needed to get back home. I don’t want to leave the ghosts alone with Wickeds and cats and an old woman for too long.


 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

The sun was starting to dip behind the horizon, but the heat was still high and humid, and we really needed a weather witch. I didn’t know of one, but surely in some other magical town there was one who’d like to help us out.

Or, I needed to modify my little snow spell. That was likely the practical option and it wouldn’t take much, just a little… There. That was it.

The air beneath my little snow cloud cooled several degrees and I wondered, not for the first time, why I didn’t do that before. Of course, I had tried and it didn’t work.

Oh well. At least it was working now and I wouldn’t need a cold shower when I got home.

Home. I was a little worried about what my house might look like when I got there. I’d only been gone for a couple of hours, but that was enough time for the ghosts to wreak havoc the same way they’d done before.

Of course, they did have Gertie. And maybe Merrick had checked in.

I really needed to talk to him again about his demon job.

“Oh good. I didn’t miss you.”

My heart sank from my chest straight down to my toes. Nonononononononooooooo…I kept walking. Maybe her voice was a figment of my imagination. I mean, it was hot and I had been under a lot of stress and —

“So, you’re going to ignore me? That’s a bold move for a cookie witch.”

The way she sneered the words cookie witch made my spine twitch. Definitely not a figment. But she was right. I shouldn’t ignore her. I didn’t want her here or her help, but I shouldn’t ignore her. I stopped walking and waited for her to catch up to me. I didn’t have to wait long. She could do whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted.

Not even a second passed and she was in front of me. The neon orange and pink she wore nearly blinding me.

What must we look like, standing in the middle of Blue Balls Falls? I wore red and green and black and walked under a light snow shower. She wore colors that shouldn’t go together at all and were blindingly brighter than the sun at noon.

Shari the Cat continued to wind herself around my feet and ankles. As long as she didn’t hiss, we’d probably get through this okay.

“Why is it always this little nothing and nowhere town that causes me trouble?”

“I couldn’t begin to know.”

“I mean, I do have things to do. I do have other people who cause me grief, but you lot here?” She shook her head and her oversized hair didn’t even move. “At least you come up with some interesting things.”

“How did you find out?”

“Bethilda. She was worried about you.”

“I’m not so fragile,” I said with defiance.

“You did get drunk, did you not?”

“That was Bethilda’s fault.”

“Uh-huh.” She waved her hand to dismiss my words and I could swear I saw them floating away. She probably did it on purpose, too. “Anyway… About the three ghosts. And your long lost aunt…”

“What about them?”

“It’s time we send them on their way. They don’t have any business here in this time and place.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Not very quickly.”

“It’s only been a couple of days. Give a witch a break.”

“That’s a couple of days too long. They should’ve been taken care of immediately.”

“What’s the rush?”

“Let’s just say, things like this are best resolved as soon as they occur.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll get on it as soon as I get home. Thanks for the advice.” I took a step. One single step before she started laughing.

“Oh no. You’ve had your chance. Now it’s my turn.”

“What are you going to do with them?”

“Don’t worry. They’ll be alright.”

“What about Gertie?”

“I’ll need to talk to her to find out what she wants.”

“Why talk to her and not to the ghosts?”

“Because they’re ghosts,” she said, exasperation lacing her voice as though that answer solved everything.

Ask her about your powers, Bethilda said inside my head.

“Powers?”

“What?”

“Bethilda told me to ask you about my powers. What’s wrong with them.”

Baba Yaga made a face, then sighed loud and long. “Let’s get back to your house before we get into that. I told her not to meddle.”

“I told her that, too,” I said. “She didn’t listen to me, either.”

“Yes, well, I’m not you. I’m me.”

Well la-dee-da.

Before I could say anything else, we were standing in my yard and Baba Yaga was walking into my house like she owned the place. And Shari the Cat was nowhere to be seen.

I heard exclamations of uncertainty and fear from inside and I wondered, again, not for the first time, if I could run the other way.

I stood in the doorway and found the three ghosts huddled together, staring at Baba Yaga with abject horror and Gertie casually sitting at my small kitchen table, exactly where I’d left her a while ago.

“Do you have to frighten everyone, everywhere you go?” I asked, placing myself between her and the ghosts.

“I don’t have to, but it sure is fun.”

“I’m sure. What do we do now?”

“It’s time to dispatch them.”

“How?”

“I have an idea.”

“Going to share it?”

Baba Yaga shrugged. “Oh, Hildy!” she called.

And soon there was another witch standing in my kitchen. “What do you want now? I was right in the middle of something.”

“I have a transportation issue for you to resolve. Meet Jean, Martha, and Howard.”

“Hello,” Hildy said kindly to the ghosts.

“I’m Kaydence,” I said.

“Lovely to meet you. Now what do you mean you have a transportation issue for me to resolve?” she said impatiently to Baba Yaga.

“They need to be transported to their next great adventure.”

“What do I look like? A magical Uber?”

“As a matter of fact…”

“What’s an Uber?” the ghosts and I asked at the same time.

“Out of touch in this day and age. Goddess, save me. You need a computer so you can do some research. Or better yet, ask Broo. She’ll be able to tell you.”

“Oh, you’re beyond saving,” Hildy added. “Do they even want to go on an adventure?”

“They’ve been trapped for years inside a recipe. I can’t imagine they want to go into the nothingness. They deserve some fun.”

“You old softie.”

“I am not old.”

“Touchy, touchy.” Hildy smiled at the three ghosts. “Well, I suppose we should get a move on.”

“What’s going to happen to us?”

“Don’t you worry about it. You’ll be just fine.”

“Can I go, too?” Gertie asked.

We all turned to look over at her. “You want to go?” Baba Yaga asked.

“I don’t belong here, and Howard and I were in love back in our time. I’d like to be with him.”

“How sweet! I know just how you feel. My Chuck and I…”

“We don’t need a history lesson about your love life. I have things to do, too, and it doesn’t include hanging around this backwards town any longer than I have to.”

“Not getting enough, huh?” Hildy asked.

“I’m getting plenty. Now, get on with it.”

“I’m so sorry we invaded your space and petrified your cat,” Martha said.

“I’m sorry I can’t take her demon with us.”

“Behave yourself, Jean.”

“I don’t have to. I’m a ghost. I’m leaving. And I can say whatever I want.”

“Never mind her,” Howard said. “She was difficult when she was alive, too.”

“I’m sorry Aunt Gracie did such a horrible thing to the three of you. No matter what you did, being thieves and all, it wasn’t her place to cast judgment, especially when that’s not what she cursed all of you for.”

“Thank you, Kaydence. You’ve been so kind to us under the circumstances.”

“Oh jeez…” Baba Yaga moaned.

“Shut up. They’re having a nice moment. Don’t ruin it.”

“Fiiiiiiiine.”

“Take care, my dear,” Gertie said, enveloping me in an awkward hug. It was real and yet, it wasn’t. “Use my recipe wisely and with my blessing. I’m so glad I was able to meet you.”

“Thank you. I’m glad I was able to meet you, too, to learn a little about you.”

“Okay, kids, gather round and gather close,” Hildy said. “Yes, yes, that’s it… Now, off we go…”

In a blink, they were gone and silence reigned.

Except for…

“There’s some explaining I need to do or Bethilda will hound me until the end of days.”

“Explaining about what?”

“No reason to beat around the bush… You’re not just a cookie witch,” Baba Yaga said.

“What do you mean?”

“You could have at least brought me along,” came a hiss from the kitchen door. Shari the Cat panted as she walked over to me, then jumped up on the counter next to the sink. I took the hint and turned on the faucet, then gave my attention back to a snickering Baba Yaga.

“Your family’s powers were bound after what Gracie did.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you couldn’t be trusted.”

“No, she couldn’t be trusted. The rest of us had nothing to do with that. Especially, those of us who came long after her.”

“She and cursed her sister into a mixing bowl and stole the life forces of three other people because she was jealous. That’s a volatile emotion and no one knew what sort of defect it might cause in generations to come.”

“That was a little overboard to bind the powers of all of us. Who did it?”

“Not my department.”

“Is that why we’re mated with demons? Because our powers aren’t, well, powerful?”

“I don’t know who did that. That’s not my department, either.”

“So, who removes the binding on our powers?”

“That part does fall to me. It’s really just a mental thing. Like an invisible clamp in your mind.”

“I have a clamp in my head?”

“I said invisible. C’mon Kaydence, keep up or I’ll have to think twice about releasing your powers.” “Sorry. I’m just still trying to grasp all the other things that have been going and this new bit of revelation.”

“Well, get a grip faster. I don’t have all day to dawdle.”

“Is there anything else I should know?”

“Oh! That was one of my favorite 80’s songs. But no. Your powers will come back to you in increments. Not all at once.”

“What are my powers?”

“I honestly don’t know what powers you’d have been born with.”

“Will it be like waking up after a long sleep and seeing the world all new again?” It was what Merrick had mentioned at dinner and it was a nice way of looking at things… The town, and love, and now powers.

“You’ve been watching way too much Hallmark Channel. You might want to cut back on that.”

“What would you know about romance?”

“More than you ever will.”

“I don’t think I want to know. Forget I asked. So, the powers will gradually come back to me and my sisters? That’s what you said.”

“Yes. Too much all at once and no one knows what that might do.”

“How will we know what our powers are?”

“Trial and error.”

“What? You mean like Broo’s powers? Oh no. I don’t want to go through that.”

“You’ll be fine. Your control is already established.”

“Is the reason I couldn’t figure out how to deal with the ghosts on my own because I had powers, but couldn’t use them?”

“It’s possible, but it’s more like you just hadn’t dealt with anything like it before and just didn’t know how.”

“That’s why you don’t bind a witch’s powers just because one person in the family went a little cuckoo.”

“It was a safety measure. No one wanted a family of jealous and off the hinges witches going around cursing people who upset them.”

“My sisters and I aren’t like that.”

“Everyone has a bit of jealousy inside them, a bit of insecurity. Emotions are messy. Besides, you have done well as a cookie witch. What you and your sisters can do with sugar… You bring happiness to others with what you make with your own two hands. That has power. That has magic. You don’t have to have out of this world power to do powerful things. Remember that.”

And then she was gone. A purple plume was all that was left of the neon witch.

My mind was whirring with information. My sisters and I had powers or would. We could already move through space and show up in places. But opening portals, altering reality, changing shape, reading minds, controlling others? We couldn’t do any of that.

What Baba Yaga said about us as kitchen witches? I thought about it, realized it on my own as had Kandy, but to have Baba Yaga confirm what it was we did for others through what we made with our hands and the magic we infused our creations with? That meant more than almost anything else.

Shari was sunning herself on the windowsill and had turned the water off herself. I patted her black fur.

I wasn’t quite sure what to do. The house was quiet. My uninvited guests were gone. I hadn’t heard from Merrick in a while.

I’d gotten what I wanted, but what was I supposed to do now?

 

*

 

“I’m here to collect,” Merrick said, standing on my doorstep.

“Collect what?”

“You owe me another date, remember?”

I had remembered, but I wondered if he’d forgotten. “Yes. Would you like to come inside?”

Surprise registered on his face. “You’re actually inviting me in this time?”

“I am.”

“Are you okay, love?”

Was I? I’d been wandering my house for the last day. I didn’t feel like baking. I didn’t feel happy or sad. I felt… odd. I’d tried to use some magic, but in all honesty, I didn’t know what I was doing or supposed to do.

I hadn’t even told my sisters that we were going to have more powers and why. I just sat inside my house. I was a little lost now that the excitement, for lack of a better word, was over.

And this was the first time I’d seen or heard from Merrick.

He smiled and reached out to caress my face and brush the hair back from my cheek. “Yes, I’m sorry I was away and out of touch, but since it made you miss me, perhaps I should have done it sooner.”

I closed the door behind him, and he followed me into the living room where I muted the Hallmark Channel Christmas movie and settled in the corner of the couch. “In my head again?”

“Always.”

“Why?”

He sat on the cushion nearest me. “Because I need to know how you are at all times. It’s in my nature.”

“Is it about trust?”

“It is not. I trust you implicitly. Now, would you like to know where I’ve been?”

“I…” I started to say no, that it was none of my business what he did with his time away from me, but that would be a bit of a lie. “Yes.”

“I was putting into motion the transfer of my demon powers and privileges to another.”

“Why?”

“You are my mate and my being a demon seemed to bother you.”

“You not having your job bothers me more. I can’t be your sole purpose.”

“You will not be, and my job is not about you as much as it is about us. You are a good witch, love. I prefer you over any job.”

“What will you do?”

“I will still have some powers, light ones. If you get into a scrape, I won’t be able to do much, but I will always be able to protect you in my own way.”

I thought about what he was saying and at the sincerity in his eyes. “You won’t go back to being ugly and pock marked, right?”

“This will be the form that I remain in from now on.”

“That’s a relief.”

“Yes. You’re too cute a witch to be with anyone ugly.”

“Would you find it odd if I said I kind of missed everything that went on this week? All the chaos and life being upended for a bit?”

“I would, but at the same time, I wouldn’t. You live a quiet life, love, but you like being of use, being needed, being in the middle of things and helping out. You might not have liked the ghosts, but your empathy for their situation allowed you to use a part of yourself that you don’t often. You’re more a social creature than you give yourself credit for.”

He was right. I didn’t like the ghosts, but they deserved compassion. After I was able to forgive them for what they’d done to Shari the Cat, that is.

“So, are you planning to woo me full time now? Is that it?”

“Do I have to still woo you? You seem to be ready to open up to the possibilities of you and me.”

“You will always have to woo me. That doesn’t stop just because we may get together.”

“I see. Well, then… Yes, I will begin wooing you full time.”

I kind of liked that idea. I kind of liked him.

Oh, who was I kidding? I more than kind of liked him.

I smiled at him, at this demon… of mine. “What sort of date did you have mind for us this time?”
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