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        * * *

      

      I hurried through the town green taking the shortcut from my bookstore to my favorite bakery, the Sweet Spot. Well, the only one in my charming town of Pembroke Cove. The crisp air tingled my nose as I inhaled, pulling the cold November air deep into my lungs. Despite the sun climbing in the bright blue cloudless sky, I pulled the collar of my jacket closer to my chin. Waiting on the sidewalk outside the shop was my best friend and fellow witch, Nikki. I drew closer and she greeted me with a grin.

      “Hey, Lily.” She gave me a quick hug. “Thanks for getting me out of my kitchen. I’ve been rushing to finish my frozen pies that are on pre-order for Thanksgiving. I can’t believe how many people want to bake off their pies so they’ll be freshly baked this year, but it makes it easier for me.”

      Nikki was an amazing baker and supplied most of the restaurants up and down the coast with desserts as well as specialty products like wedding cakes and holiday pies. Me? On most days I had trouble boiling water. “I’m just glad you’re up for coffee, and William has the magic touch when it comes to the cinnamon pecan buns that I can’t get enough of.”

      She laughed and pulled open the heavy glass door. “That’s the one thing I’ll never even think of trying to make. No one could ever bake them like William.”

      I walked inside and, for a moment, closed my eyes, letting the smell of yeast, sugar, and cinnamon wrap around me like a cozy blanket while my mouth watered. The display case caught my eye. I audibly groaned and grabbed her arm. “Nikki, he has the buns but also chocolate croissants.” I patted my midsection and thought of my fiancé Gage Erikson. We were close to setting a date for our wedding. If I added to my curves, who knew if I’d be able to wear my mom’s dress.

      She leaned over my shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking. You’ll look beautiful on that special day. I promise.”

      Giving her a playful swat, I asked, “How do you do that?”

      “For as long as we’ve been best friends, how could we not know what the other is thinking on most days.”

      I flashed her a grin. “True.” A paper pinned to the corkboard above the coffee urns caught my attention. “What’s that?” Crossing the short distance, I read out loud, “Cranberry Bake-Off.”

      Nikki came up behind me. “It’s for amateurs. You should enter. I can teach you how to make muffins or something easy before next Friday. It would be fun to see you stretching out of your comfort zone.”

      I snorted. “This last year, I’ve been like a rubber band. Learning to be a witch from my snarky familiar has been a challenge. Toss in a few murders I helped solve, and I’ve been busy. Who’s had time to learn to bake?” I gave her a side-eye. “Too bad one of my witchy skills wasn’t in the kitchen.” She knew I was referring to her particular specialty.

      With a huge smile that showed off her pearly whites, she said, “We can’t all be a kitchen witch. In fact, it’s more rare than you think. Besides, you have skills I don’t. The spell you cast with Dax to discover the secrets of the Heart of the Soul amulet, now that’s something I could never have done.”

      With a shrug, “I guess that’s what makes our coven so special. We’re all different.”

      “Ladies,” William came up behind us. “I see you’ve read the announcement. And forgive me, I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. Nikki’s right, Lily. You should enter. I’d be happy to give you some tips, too. Cranberries are fairly easy to work with as long as you have enough sweetness to balance the tart.”

      Clasping my hands in front of me, I chewed the inside of my lip. Why couldn’t I try my hand at baking? It wasn’t like anyone would die from eating a muffin at a baking competition. Who knows, maybe I could surprise Gage by cooking something so he wouldn’t have to be the primary chef after we tied the knot. I tapped my chin and scanned the poster again. “It says there are three rounds. I’m guessing that means the recipes will be more difficult with each round. I’d be thrilled if I made it through the first elimination.”

      William squeezed my shoulder reassuringly. “Lily, I’ve known you a long time. You can do anything you set your mind to. But remember, for this competition, there’s no witchcraft. It has to be all non-magical. It’s the only way it would be fair.”

      I patted his hand. “Even if you give me a few pointers, and Nikki too, I don’t think I have a chance, but I’m willing to try.”

      “That’s the spirit,” he said. “Now I’ll give you the sign-up sheet, and you can fill it out before you leave the shop.” With a wiggle of his eyebrows, he said, “Plan on coming by tomorrow morning around eight. We’ll have our first lesson in reading a recipe and correctly measuring ingredients.”

      Nikki draped her arm around my other shoulder. “I’ll swing by your place tonight, and we’ll practice by baking cookies.”

      The smiles on their faces didn’t hide their excitement.

      My mouth went dry, and my voice croaked. “Will they give me the recipes or a cookbook to follow?”

      William frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that. Nikki, we should choose several easy recipes that Lily can print out. I suspect most of the competitors will be experienced and create something off the top of their heads.”

      Her forehead wrinkled, and she paused before nodding. “Good idea.”

      For the second time, a shiver of nerves raced up and then down my spine. “You’re making this sound more intimidating than facing down someone who’s trying to kill me.”

      Nikki laughed. “Not at all. Between William and me, we’ll have you ready to measure and mix with the best bakers in the county.”

      I knew she was being sweet. Nikki had seen some of my past baking disasters firsthand, but to William’s point, I had been doing all kinds of things I would never have dreamt possible. With a deep exhale, I said, “I’m going to do this with your help. Before we even start to contemplate what comes next, I’m going to need sustenance—at least one cinnamon pecan roll and maybe even cookies to go with an extra-large coffee.”

      Being the best friend ever, Nikki said, “My treat, and let’s not forget two chocolate croissants.”

      

      The sun was low in the sky, and it bathed my store in a golden light. I flopped into the wingback chair at the front of my shop. A whoosh escaped my lungs. “Nikki, how do you do this baking thing? Learning a spell is a snap compared to picking out recipes that I might be able to bake. And I use the word might with great reverence.”

      She closed the cookbook in her lap. Since I had to bake as a non-magical, we decided to scour cookbooks for recipes instead of the way Nikki baked with the combination of magic and hands-on experience. With a wink she said, “The best way to do anything well is to read the book.”

      I groaned. “Now you sound like Milo. Speaking of which, I wonder where the gray fur ball is snoozing.” I got up and wandered around the shop, checking all his favorite napping zones. Finally, I saw the tip of his gray bushy tail lazily sliding from left to right over the carpet in the children’s section. I knelt on the floor and peered under a little wooden chair. Reaching in, I ruffled the fur on his back.

      In his typical kitty grumble, he said, “Go away. Can’t you see I’m sleeping?”

      My face split into a wide grin. “You’re not, you’re talking to me. Besides you can’t sleep the entire day away. What if I needed your help?”

      He rolled to his side and looked at me through slits in his deep green eyes. “Do you?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. Join me and Nikki out front. I have news.”

      He lifted his head, and his eyes opened wider. “Another murder investigation? We’ve been in a nice groove lately; no one’s bit the dust since Petra Addington.”

      “For once, I’m not trying to solve a murder.” Milo was right; things had finally returned to a normal, sleepy town after we had eight suspicious deaths in the span of eighteen months. Coincidentally, the spate of murders and deaths had started when I discovered I was a witch. Not that I thought the events were related to each other.

      I got up from the floor, brushed my hands on my jeans, and said, “Milo, come on out. Please.”

      Being a familiar came with certain expectations between a witch and her familiar. But my bond with Milo was far beyond what I had ever expected. He was my right hand, always ready to help me with anything, and that included the occasional human-interest puzzle as I liked to think of my part in solving crimes.

      “Has Detective Cutie dropped by the shop today?”

      I smiled as he used Gage’s special nickname that few witches knew about. “No. With Dax moving to Robins Pointe, he’s been extra busy. There’s a new rookie cop, and training has fallen to Gage.”

      “That’s right, I forgot about Peabody and Mac being promoted to detective.” He crawled on his belly out from under the low-sitting chair and did a downward-facing dog stretch before moving into an arched-back cat stretch. He tipped his little head to the side and gave me a contemplative look. “How long are you going to hold me in suspense with this big news?”

      I clasped my hands behind my back and rocked on the balls of my feet. “Not until you come out front.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You are an exasperating witch. I wonder if I can appeal to the coven for a new one?”

      “Ha. That’s doubtful. You’ve said on more than one occasion we’re connected forever.”

      “Don’t remind me.” He sat back on his haunches and swiped his paw over his face.

      I bent over and scooped him into my arms. “Stalling time is over.”

      

      When I returned with Milo, Nikki put aside the cookbook she had been reading and said, “Where have you been hiding, little man?”

      If a familiar could do a haughty sniff, it would be mine. “For your information, napping and hiding are not the same thing. If I had been doing the latter, Ms. Witch would never have found me.”

      I placed him on the upholstered chair. “Now, for my big surprise.” I rubbed my hands together, trying to muster more enthusiasm than I felt. “I’ve entered a baking competition for next weekend. I would like your help in selecting a few recipes to have ready to bake. With some practice, I could possibly win this event.”

      “Wait. What. You. Bake?” He glared at Nikki. “You’re encouraging this insanity. If anyone was going to enter, it should be you, and that win would be a lock.”

      Nikki said, “This is for nonprofessionals, and I happen to support Lily’s attempt at broadening her skills in the kitchen.”

      “You’d better see what spells you can learn from Practical Beginnings.”

      He always resorted to bringing up my family’s book of magic. “Milo, I have to do this the non-magical way, which is why I need your support. Now, we’ve selected several recipes. I’d like for you to take a look at what we have so far for muffins, cookies, cake, and even bread. Do you think they all sound good?” I took the stack of open cookbooks and held each one up for Milo to peruse. Thank the stars he could read. I didn’t have to explain it all to him.

      He snickered and murmured under his breath how there were some witches who should stay out of the kitchen except when opening a can of tuna and best suited to calling for takeout.

      Tapping my foot while he took his sweet time, I wanted to remind him rude comments weren’t needed. Instead, I chose to ignore his snark. He had to finish reading. To his credit, he nodded at a page in each book and only shook his head once. By the time I got to the final cook book, he had selected one of each variety.

      After setting the last book aside, I said, “For the record, smarty pants, I have a few signature dishes that you’ve never complained about— roast chicken, fish, and scrambled eggs.”

      He nodded. “True, and Lily, I’m not complaining, much. You have other talents that Nikki doesn’t have. Cooking just isn’t your thing. The idea of you entering a baking competition has caught me off guard. As always, I’ll do whatever is needed to support you.” His tail swished from side to side. “And if by some quirk of fate, you do win, I’m expecting that very nice smoked salmon from Betty’s Market. It will be adequate compensation for my assistance.” He hopped from the chair to the floor. “When do lessons begin?”

      “As soon as I close the shop. Nikki’s coming over, and later Gage and Steve will be around for dinner.” Nikki smiled when I mentioned her new husband. It still didn’t seem right not to include Dax Peters in that statement. He was our friend and witch, who was more like family and formerly of Pembroke Cove. As of a few months ago, he was hired as the chief of police in Robins Pointe and was missed terribly when we got together for these impromptu meals.

      Milo said, “I, too, miss Detective Sweet Tea.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at Milo’s nickname for Dax. “Hopefully, he can get away in the next few weeks and join us for some holiday cheer.”

      “If Nikki’s baking, I’m sure he’ll be around. That witch has a sweet tooth.” He stalked from the room and, over his shoulder, said, “I’ll see you at home.”

      I sank into the chair that Milo had vacated and gave Nikki a long look. “I know you encouraged me, but do you think I’m crazy for entering this contest? Milo’s right. Even before I knew I was a witch, the kitchen was my least favorite room in the house.”

      She leaned forward and clasped my hand. “I know Gage does most of the cooking, but wouldn’t it be nice to bake muffins or a pie for your handsome fiancé if you had the confidence to do it?”

      I pointed to the stack of cookbooks we hadn’t looked through yet. “Maybe we should find a couple of more recipes just to have enough flexibility for the contest.”

      She handed me a thick volume from off the stack.

      “Nikki, please tell me you’ll come to the event. I know we can’t use magic, but with you in the room, it will be the moral support I need.”

      “Ogres couldn’t keep me away.” She squeezed my hand. “Gage, me, and everyone you love will be there cheering you on.”

      I hugged the cookbook to my chest and got up. With a sigh of determination, I said, “Well then, with everyone I love there, I’d better learn how to crack eggs without getting shells in the batter and cream butter, and I need to remember to include the cranberries.”
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      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Gage. We had just finished lunch and he held a forkful of pie midway between the plate and his mouth. Holding my breath, he took a bite. It was my most recent attempt, cranberry apple pie. After a week of baking every single night, I was either going to forget everything I had learned for the competition and potentially embarrass myself or make a respectable showing. “What do you think? Nikki suggested I make a sugar cookie-type crust to offset the tartness of the cranberries.”

      He bobbed his head from one side to the other. “The crust is quite good. Just the right amount of sweet but the filling,” he paused and smacked his lips, “is rather tart. I’m not criticizing, but did you add enough sugar?”

      I snatched the recipe card from the table and scanned the ingredient list before sinking into the chair next to him with a groan. “There’s no sugar listed. I must have missed it when I copied over Nancy’s recipe.”

      He picked through the filling, separating apples from the cranberry mixture and the crust before he ate the apple bite with the tender bottom crust. “Sweetheart, you’re on the right track. Just give Nancy a call before this afternoon and find out how much you need. Add it to your card, and you’re golden.”

      My shoulders slumped. Defeat washed over me as my heart beat with a dull thud in my chest. “Let’s face it, I can’t be turned into a competitive baker in a few days. I’m going to withdraw. We can still go and cheer the others on.”

      Gage took my hand and tugged me into his lap. Wrapping his arms around me, he kissed my cheek.  “I love the cookie crust, and I hope that you make the pie again. It’s almost the best I’ve ever had.” Holding out his thumb and index fingers that were a fraction of an inch apart, he said, “You’re this close.”

      I took his fork and lopped off a bite. As soon as it was in my mouth, my face puckered. “Holy cow, that’s sour.” I looped my arms around his neck and pecked his lips. “This is just one of the many reasons why I’m marrying you.”

      “Because I’m your biggest cheerleader?”

      “Nope.” I brushed the lock of light brown hair that had fallen across his hazel eyes. “Your iron stomach.” With one lingering kiss, I picked up the plate and stood. “I’m going to clean up and get ready to leave. I need to be at the town hall by two o’clock. They’ve set up stations with rows of ovens like what’s in a bakery. I want to check out the space, and we have to bake something today.”

      “I’ll help you clean up and go with you.”

      Placing my hand on his cheek, my heart felt as if it would overflow with love. “Another reason.”

      He pulled me into his arms. “Then set a date. Right here and now.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it. “Not quite yet. I promise after the holidays, we’ll pick a date and finalize plans for our wedding.”

      “Sounds good, and Lily, there’s no pressure for our wedding. And about this baking event, I have seen you in action for most of my life. Whatever you set out to accomplish, you do. This contest won’t be any different.”

      Wrapped in Gage’s arms, I absorbed every bit of his confidence like a bone-dry sponge dropped into a basin of water. “Thank you.” The words were simple, but there was so much more behind them. We had grown together, and as I supported him, he did the same for me.

      Milo said, “If you two are done playing lovey-dovey, can we get going? I told some of my familiar gang that I’d meet them in front of the town hall before the big event starts.”

      Gage looked at my familiar perched on the chair. “Let me guess, Milo’s trying to get you moving?”

      I shrugged out of Gage’s arms. “You know him so well.” I scooped Milo up, gave him a hug and a kiss on the top of his soft furry head. “Please don’t find any mischief today.”

      He swiveled his head like an owl and stared into my eyes. “Pot. Kettle. Enough said.” He squirmed from my arms, dropped to the floor, and stalked out his kitty door. I heard him say as his tail disappeared, “I’ll meet you at the car.”

      

      Gage and I strolled through the vestibule of the Pembroke Cove Town Hall. The main room had been transformed into a baking center for the event. To the right was a hallway that had been roped off and led to the town business offices. To the left were restrooms, and at the back were several closed doors typically used for small meetings and storage. The only areas that were open during the event were the latter.

      Small groups of three to four people were clustered together around the perimeter of the community room. I wondered if each group had a baker and a cheering squad. My attention was drawn to Nikki waving from the back side of the room.

      “Gage, look, there’s Nikki, and she’s found seats close to the baking centers.”

      We moved in that general direction, weaving through rows of chairs. To my left, I noticed a platform with a long banquet table and three chairs. That must be for the judges. As we drew closer, I noticed William and Jill Dilly sitting next to Steve, along with my parents, and Aunt Mimi and her husband Nate all had seats.

      “Hey, you two. Here’s the Lily Michaels contingent, and Gage, I saved two spots for your mom and dad, too.”

      I could feel my eyes widen. “Glenda and Burke are coming?” A heaviness filled my midsection. With all this support, I prayed I didn’t make a fool out of myself.

      Gage took my hand and gave it a squeeze. He leaned close. “You’ve proved countless times that you’re fearless, holding your ground in front of killers and never giving up until the bad guys were behind bars. Don’t let flour, sugar, and butter get the best of you.” With a feather-like kiss on my lips, he whispered for my ears alone, “Believe in yourself as much as I do.”

      I straightened my shoulders, squeezed his hand in return, and crossed the room to the check-in table, leaving Gage with our friends and family.

      Nancy Litchfield, my neighbor who generously gave me her pie recipe, was there. A smile filled her face as she set aside her white and blue striped tote bag. “Lily Michaels. Are you ready to join in the fun?”

      Wiping the palms of my hands on my jeans, I cleared my throat. Wasn’t projecting confidence the first step in being a winner? “Hi, Nancy. I’m ready to check in.” I leaned forward and whispered. “Thanks for the pie tips too, including the sugar.”

      “You’re welcome.” Her smile never faltered. She glanced around, but no one was close to us. “Have fun. After all, baking is just about taking a few ingredients and stirring them together into something tasty.” She bobbed her head in the direction of the baking area. “Don’t let some of these die-hard fanatics deflate you like a soufflé fresh from the oven.”

      I felt the color drain from my face. “I don’t know how to make one. Should I have practiced that recipe too?”

      She tapped the table in front of us. “I can’t give away the details. You’ll be given specific categories that your item must fit in, like quick bread, cake, and pies. You know, the typical kind of treat.”

      My breath evened out from the shallow breathing that had kicked in. “Whew. For a second I was starting to panic.”

      Nancy handed me a pink lanyard with a name tag. “You need to wear this when you’re in the building today and tomorrow, and you’re at station five on the right side, near your family.”

      “Thanks, Nancy. Are you a judge, too?”

      “No, that’s why I was comfortable giving you that recipe: there’s no conflict of interest. But you have to promise to save me a slice if you make the cranberry apple pie.”

      My chest felt lighter with each passing sentence. “You got it.”

      “Would you like coffee or tea before we get started?” She nodded in the direction of the judges’ table. I’ve been tasked with keeping them caffeinated.”

      Pressing my hand to my midsection, I said, “I don’t need an additional stimulant to keep me on my toes. My nerves are working overtime.”

      I pivoted on my heels as a loud whistle shrieked from the direction of the raised dais. A short man, who was almost as wide as he was tall, stood on a stubby stool. “Can I have everyone’s attention please? I’m Chef Julian Peppen. However, there’s no relation to the famous chef Jacques Peppen. I’m an award-winning chef, having completed my training at the prestigious CIA in Hyde Park. No, I’m not a spy. That’s the Culinary Institute of America, and if you’ve never heard of it, look it up.” He laughed, and his belly shook like Jell-O under the white chef coat he wore. Rubbing his hands together, he smiled at Nancy, “Have all the participants checked in?”

      She inclined her head forward, indicating yes. “Lily was the last to arrive.”

      That was surprising since I thought I had arrived early. Everyone must be excited to get baking.

      “Excellent. If the bakers would take their spots,” he paused and grinned widely, his apple cheeks almost obscuring his eyes. “I’ll introduce the esteemed judges, review the rules, and then you can begin baking your first recipe.”

      I detected an edge in his voice as I hurried to my spot near my support team. Giving Gage and Nikki a grateful smile, I turned my full attention to Chef Julian.

      The room was filled to capacity with spectators. Chairs scraped over the wood floor as people moved to have a good view of the action in front of them. Chef Julian scanned the room. He crossed his arms and tapped the toe of his black loafers on the stool in rapid succession.  Several minutes later, once the room was like a library, with the occasional hushed whisper, he turned to the group of ten bakers. I recognized several people from town— Daisy Patton, Frankie Thorn, and Dora Ingalls. Each one had a stellar reputation, and their baked goods were highly sought after when there were fundraising events. I rolled my neck from side to side, willing the roiling sensation in my tummy to stop.

      A man took the spot next to me, held out his hand, and said, “Geoff Marks. I'm pleased to share a space with you.”

      My smile was guarded. Given the number of butterflies in my stomach, I was more worried I’d embarrass myself by stammering. Keeping it brief, I said, “Hello, Lily Michaels.”

      Chef Julian held up his hands. “Now for the judges. Besides myself, we have Roy Fletcher, a self-avowed foodie and roaming judge. The lovely and talented pastry chef, Blair Holt. She owns a string of bakeries up and down the East Coast, Sugar and Sprinkles. You might have heard of it.”

      Roy held up his white to-go coffee cup and grinned. Blair did the same with her water bottle as she gave a nod to all.

      A murmur rippled throughout the room. It was hard to tell if it was good or bad.

      Chef Julian wrapped his knuckles on the cluttered tabletop. It had only taken a few minutes for it to become overfilled with bottles of water, white disposable coffee cups, three white pastry boxes, and clipboards. He held up his hand. “Pay attention, bakers. This is critical. We have a couple of food allergies. No almonds, peanuts, cinnamon, or red dye can be used in any of your recipes, and no artificial sweeteners of any kind. We want your baked goods to be in the purest form possible. For your first creation, you have exactly one hour. Of course, as you already know, the theme is everything cranberry. It must be a key ingredient in the muffins you’ll bake. You can use any ingredients you find on the shelves behind you, but you are not permitted to use anything you brought with you. After all, this needs to be a fair competition.” With a snide grin, he added, “And do the judges a favor by being creative. The quickest way out the door is to turn in a muffin I could find in a grocery store bakery.” He tapped the small bell to his right. “You may begin.”

      People rushed to the bakers’ racks while I withdrew the laminated recipe cards from my pocket. I inhaled and exhaled, hoping to steady my quivering hands. The last thing I needed was to mix the batter and have it splatter all over the counter because I couldn’t control the whisk. I laughed to myself at the complete over-exaggeration. Even if I was questioning my sanity for jumping into this event with both feet. The rush of bakers to and from the shelves was over. I reviewed what I needed and withdrew the basket from under the counter. It would be one trip, and I’d be whisking momentarily.

      I was plating my muffins as the three-minute warning timer dinged. I didn’t dare look at anyone else’s progress since I was sure I was dead last. But that didn’t matter. I’d baked muffins with golden brown tops and dots of glistening ruby-red fruit peeking through. The final bell clanged, and like the other bakers, I dropped my arms to my sides and stepped back from my counter to await what came next.

      Chef Julian rose to his feet. “Bakers, you’ve accomplished the first part of any good cooking competition, filling the air with delectable aromas. Nancy will pass out small plastic plates to each one of you. They’ll have your initials on the underside. Place a single muffin on three plates and take a seat. We’ll announce the results once we’ve tasted and scored them.” He plunked to his seat with a grunt.

      Nancy walked down the row of baking stations, handing each contestant a stack of plates. I took mine and placed three of the best-looking muffins on them. Once Nancy took my plates, I leaned hip-first against the counter. I stole a glance in the direction of my cheering section. Gage winked. Nikki gave me two thumbs up, and my parents were beaming like I had just taken my first baby steps. The minutes ticked by as I gave my full attention to the judges. Roy Fletcher was pulling at the collar of his turtleneck sweater, his face flushed crimson. When they got to my muffin, each judge broke off a piece and popped it in their mouth. Roy nodded and said something to Chef Julian and Blair. She glanced in my direction before jotting something on the paper in front of her. Since I was the last entry, the results should be announced shortly.

      Ten minutes later, after Chef Julian jotted a note on the clipboard, he rose to his feet and brushed crumbs off the front of his coat. I didn’t like his self-important persona, but that didn’t matter. I wasn’t here to become his best friend.

      “After careful consideration, we have decided to change the posted rules; this is a nonelimination round. I’m pleased to announce that Dora Ingalls has taken first place with her Leftover Cranberry Sauce Oatmeal Muffins.” He clapped his hands together. “Well done, Dora.”

      Everyone clapped as the older woman beamed.

      “In second place,” Chef Julian continued, “is Geoff Marks with his Cranberry White Chocolate Muffins, and in third place is Lily Michaels with her entry, Dried Cranberry Pecan Streusel Muffins.”

      I placed a hand on my chest, and my mouth gaped open. Had I heard Chef Julian correctly? I was actually in third place for the contest. I began to turn to Nikki when, from the corner of my eye, I saw Roy slump like a wet lasagna noodle from his chair to the dais and then to the floor. He landed with a soft thud.

      Gage sprang to his feet. He snaked his way through the people who had stood to have a better view. “Police officer coming through.”

      I rushed around the back of the baking station, weaving around the contestants, clutching my cell phone in my hand. Gage was kneeling next to Roy after he had rolled him to his back.

      “Lily, call for the EMTs. I think he’s had a heart attack or an allergic reaction.” He pressed his fingers to the side of Roy’s neck. “He’s got a pulse, but it’s weak.” He cradled Roy’s shoulders and tipped back his head. “Does anyone have an EpiPen?”

      A murmur rippled through the crowd, but no one came forward.

      I noticed Roy’s lips were blue-gray and his skin deathly pale. I could hear the poor man wheezing as he struggled for each breath.

      Burke, Gage’s dad, slipped his hands under Roy’s arms and lifted him to a partial sitting position. “Gage, look at the size of his tongue. It’s definitely anaphylaxis. Mimi might be able to help get him stabilized before it’s too late.”

      “Aunt Mimi?” I touched the base of my throat to amplify my voice so it carried above the din. Silently thanking the stars for having learned that spell just last week. Sometimes Milo was right and I needed to proactively read my book. I scanned the room. Nate was in front of her, heading in our direction. The onlookers parted like asphalt after an earthquake, jagged but wide.

      When she reached my side, she took a look at Roy on the floor. “Lily, what’s going on?”

      “We think it’s an allergic reaction. Can you help?”

      Her petite frame was dwarfed as she sandwiched herself between Gage and Burke. Placing her palm on his chest, I could see her mouth moving but couldn’t hear the words she said. Aunt Mimi was a witch and the best healer I knew. She saved Milo’s life a few months ago and healed me on several occasions, too. If anyone could help Roy Fletcher, it was her. I took a step back and stuck my hands in the jacket hanging off the back of the chair he had been in just moments before. My only discovery, lint balls.

      

      A siren’s wail pierced the air. It seemed like seconds, as Suzi and Stew, two of the town’s best emergency personnel, dropped medical cases with a thud. Suzi tapped Burke on the shoulder so she could get closer. “What’s the situation?”

      Stew started his physical assessment by placing a stethoscope on Roy’s chest. “How long has he been like this?”

      I said, “He collapsed less than fifteen minutes ago.”

      He strapped on the blood pressure cuff and pumped it up repeatedly, placing his fingers on the underside of Roy’s wrist. “Does anyone know if he has food allergies?”

      “Chef Julian said the judges have allergies, but I’m not sure what Roy is specifically allergic to. All that was mentioned was nuts, red dye, and cinnamon. Oh, and artificial sweeteners.”

      Stew gave a slow shake of his head. “This is a severe reaction.” Suzi handed him what looked like an oversized lipstick case with one end bright orange. Stew placed it against Roy’s thigh and pressed down.

      I held my breath, waiting for Roy to take a normal breath. Was that even possible this quickly after a dose of medicine? I felt a rush of sadness that he was deathly sick. The only upside, it wasn’t murder this time.
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      My face felt hot as I sat back on my heels. Stew and Suzi strapped Roy Fletcher to the stretcher and elevated it for ease of navigation out of the building. My newly promoted detectives, Sharon Peabody and Mac Sullivan, had arrived and were at the entrance. Their arms were stretched wide, holding the crowd back to give the EMTs plenty of room. Several uniformed officers were separating people into smaller groups for questioning before releasing them.

      “Gage?” Lily had her hands in her apron pockets. “What can I do to help?”

      I slipped my arm around her waist and kissed her temple. Taking a moment to savor the smell of sweet muffins that clung to her clothes. “You can give a statement to Peabody and then go home.”

      She frowned. “Not likely. A man ingested a substance that almost killed him right in front of us. I’m more help to you if I wander around and see if I can overhear any snippets of conversations.” Tapping her fingertip to her nose. “There’s more to this than a simple mistake.”

      On the one hand, she was right that she could mingle and probably learn more than I would in my official capacity. But history had proven every time she got involved with someone dying in less-than-expected circumstances, she usually wound up in a pickle. Not that she didn’t have the skills as a witch to protect herself. I hesitated. The help would be nice. In addition, I learned that it was easier to give her something to do than expect her to walk away. She’d just find her way back anyway.

      Thank heavens Roy wasn’t dead and I hoped I wasn’t going to regret this. “You can help on a couple of conditions.”

      Her eyes widened as if she hadn’t expected me to agree so quickly. “Anything.”

      “If you find something, don’t touch it, tell me. If you hear something, don’t ask questions, let me know. Basically, stroll through the crowd, be an extra set of eyes and ears for me.”

      She held up her pinky finger and crooked it around mine. “Got it. For everything I might discover, let you know.”

      Her eyes locked on to something or someone behind me. I turned to see if I could tell what she had focused on. “Lily, don’t question Chef Julian. I’ll have Peabody or Mac tackle him.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t, but he might know if Roy had any specific allergies. And… I’m going to peruse the baking racks just to make sure the ingredients that Julian mentioned aren’t sitting on a shelf.” She eased out of the circle of my arm and made a beeline for the judge’s platform. Julian Peppen and Blair Holt were sitting in their chairs, with vacant stares. I waited until Lily crossed the room before speaking with Mac and Peabody.

      “Thanks for coming, Detectives.” They had been excellent police officers and would be just as good in their new roles.

      “Detective Erikson, can you tell us what happened?” Peabody’s clipped tone sounded like she was questioning a suspect and not her superior.

      Overlooking her brusque manner, I said, “The judges had just finished the first round of sampling. Right after Lily’s name was announced as the third-place winner, Roy fell from his chair to the floor. I got to him as fast as I could. His pulse was very weak, his tongue swollen, and I suspect he was close to dying.”

      “Any theory as to what caused him to collapse?” she asked.

      “An allergic reaction is the current hypothesis.” I nodded in Lily’s direction. “Guess who’s going to do a little sleuthing for us?”

      Peabody’s smile escaped her work mask. “I suspect she’ll turn up something before we do. She has a talent for observation and can do so under the guise of a participant.”

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me. Do me a favor, keep an eye on her, just in case someone gets upset with her discreet inquiries.”

      “You mean like Chef Julian?” Mac said. “He’s a piece of work. I was surprised when I heard he was a judge with Blair Holt. They’ve had a long-running feud. Rumor has it that something happened with her signature pumpkin pie a couple of years ago, or maybe it had something to do with his cookbook. I’m not sure now.”

      I clapped my hand on Mac’s shoulder. “Not our issue today. We have to get these people questioned and released in an expeditious manner. As soon as I hear from the emergency room doctor, I’ll let you know Roy’s condition. At least we don’t have to call EL in this time.”

      At the mention of the town coroner, Peabody’s cheek flushed an interesting shade of pink. “Actually, I want to check in with Lily. Peabody, can you give him a call? Ask him about anaphylactic shock, and if Roy Fletcher’s in a coma, how likely is it that he’ll come out of it.” I knew I was jumping to a conclusion but better to have more information than less.

      “You’ve got it, Detective.”

      I wasn’t going to remind her again it was okay to call me Gage. She had gotten into the habit when she was a police officer, and the same with Mac. Now that we were a similar rank, I wished we could be a bit less formal on the job. Trying to find that same rhythm with them as I had with my former partner, Dax Peters, was going to take time.

      As I waded through the crowd, I noticed my parents and Lily’s off to one side. Nikki and Steve were talking with one of the officers. I didn’t see William and Jill. I made a detour to check in with the parents.

      “Hey folks. How’s everyone?”

      My dad spoke up first. “We’re fine, just waiting our turn to share what we saw with the police. Which wasn’t much. We were focused on Lily whipping up her winning muffins.”

      A smile crept over my face. “Can you believe she got third place?”

      Lily’s dad, Reed, nodded. “Her aunt Mimi’s recipe is unbeatable.”

      “Where are Mimi and Nate?” I scanned the room and didn’t see them. “I wanted to talk with her.”

      “They were among the first to be questioned. I would guess they’re either on their way to their house or chatting with William and Jill outside,” Reed said.

      My eyes followed Lily as she glanced over her shoulder and pointed to where the baking ingredients were stored. “Will you excuse me? I’m curious to see what my fiancée has discovered.” I didn’t wait for anyone to answer as I hurried after Lily. Even from this distance, I knew that gleam in her eye, and it meant she was on the trail of something specific.

      Our eyes met, and she winked. “I had a hunch. Unfortunately, it hasn’t panned out.”

      “Care to fill me in?” I asked as I reached her side.

      She gestured to the racks in front of us. “I was looking for some ingredients. Do you remember how Chef Julian said we couldn’t use almonds, cinnamon, peanuts, or sugar substitutes when he was giving us the rules?”

      I shook my head. “To be honest, I wasn’t paying much attention to what he said. I was concentrating on you and sending you soothing vibes. From where I was sitting, I could see your hands trembling.”

      With a soft laugh, she agreed. “I thought maybe I’d find peanuts or a big bottle of cinnamon since it’s a common spice. Those items could have gotten on the shelves by mistake. But there’s nothing. I’m going to check each baking station, too. We weren’t supposed to bring any ingredients, but you never know.”

      “Maybe I should question the remaining two judges to see what allergies they might have and ask if they knew what Roy was allergic to.”

      Lily turned me in the direction of Julian and Blair. She whispered in my ear. “Let me know what you find out. I’m going to keep looking here.”

      I pulled myself up to my full height. I wanted to project the don’t mess with the detective attitude since Julian was full of himself and Blair … who knew what she thought. To my knowledge, the judge hadn’t said more than a few words. All she seemed to do was smile and nod.

      Julian pointed to me and said something to Blair as I approached. Her expression never changed from the look of a bored person at a party. I wondered how she could be so cool and collected, considering someone had almost died mere feet from her. But hey, it took all kinds.

      “Hello. We haven’t officially met. I’m Detective Gage Erikson of the Pembroke Cove Police Department. I have a couple of questions.”

      Julian jabbed a finger in the direction of the uniformed officers. “Isn’t that their job?”

      It was hard to overlook his snarky tone. He wasn’t the first person to be annoyed at being detained by me nor would he be the last. “Well, if talking to me speeds things up and gets you out the door, all the better, right?”

      “Oh, we won’t be leaving. We’re in the middle of a bake-off. Blair and I’ve talked it over, and we agree we’re going to pick up right where we were. Get the contestants cooking. It will get their minds off the unpleasantness. I’m sure that’s what Roy would have wanted.”

      That segue couldn’t have lined up more perfectly for my questions. “I was hoping you could clarify a few things. Julian, you mentioned four ingredients couldn’t be used. Who’s allergic to what?”

      “Blair is allergic to nuts, I can’t stand anything with almond flour, it’s a texture thing for me, and Roy hated the taste of cinnamon. In an effort to give everyone the best chance to win, we just put it out there: allergies. No sense in someone preparing a cranberry coffee cake with cinnamon and Roy rating it with poor marks just because he refuses to taste it.” He leaned forward. “I can’t believe anyone doesn’t like cinnamon in baked goods but our differences make the world go around.”

      “Blair, you’re allergic to nuts? Do you mind telling me what happens if you accidentally ingest them?”

      She patted the right side of her leather jacket and then the left. Her face paled.  “I don’t leave home without my EpiPen. It’s a literal lifesaver.” She grabbed her bag from the floor and dumped it on the table. Pushing around the contents she whispered, “But mine’s gone.”

      “You’re just discovering this now. I called out if anyone had one with them, and you never said a word.”

      Blair’s face scrunched up. “I, I must not have heard you with all the confusion.”

      I let that comment pass for now. “You are severely allergic to all nuts or just almonds?”

      She crossed her arms and legs and only gave me a glancing look. “Peanuts are technically a legume. They don’t grow on trees. Per my allergy testing, it’s just almonds and almond butter. I carry an EpiPen at all times since I’ve discovered even when I think a food item is safe, it might have been prepared near the nuts. It’s not worth taking the chances.”

      I nodded. “Good to know.” Looking out over the thinning crowd, I said, “Do you know if Roy had any allergies?”

      “We’re not married to the man and only know what he told us,” Julian laughed.

      Blair crossed her arms over her chest and looked away from Julian. “You’re rude, and he’s our friend. The poor man is deathly ill, and you’re cracking jokes at his expense. How typical.”

      Julian’s smile melted. “Do you have something that you’re dying to say to me?”

      She sniffed and turned in her chair so her back was to him. “Nothing new. You’ve been a cold and callous human all the years I’ve known you. Why I thought anything would have changed is beyond me.”

      Color rose from his collar to his hairline. “Blair. Now is not the time to bring up ancient history.”

      “Ha!” She spun around and jabbed her index finger into his chest. “I told you when I discovered those dead rats in my Portland facility that you’d pay for what you did. I never forget or go back on my word.”

      Now, this was an interesting exchange, but it was irrelevant to Roy Fletcher’s collapse. “Please, let’s get back to the current situation.”

      Julian glared at Blair. “We’ll discuss this later.”

      “Over my dead body.” Each word was punctuated with a poke into his chest.

      He grabbed her hand. “That can be arranged.”

      “Mr. Peppen. It’s a crime to threaten another with bodily harm. Ms. Holt, would you like to press charges?”

      She wrenched her hand from Julian and rubbed where he had squeezed it. “No. I think our tempers are running hot due to Roy. It’s not every day you’re with someone when they collapse.” She rose from the chair. “I forgive you, Julian.” As she moved away, she murmured so that I could almost hear her clearly. “But this isn’t over.”

      “Can you believe her? After ten years of feuding, we should both wind up here judging this contest. What are the odds?”

      I watched as Blair Holt strolled behind the baking stations in Lily’s direction. She had been observing the exchange between the judges, and she was definitely about to ask a few discreet questions to learn more. I was curious about the conversation and wondered if I needed to learn more about the barely restrained hostility between these two.

      “Chef, you weren’t aware who the other judges were before arriving at the event?”

      “I wasn’t. Not that Lois Vanderhaven, the town manager, had to clear it with me, but I wish she had given me a heads-up. I liked Roy. A talented amateur baker, but Blair Holt is another story. A vile woman who claims I am out to ruin her pathetic chain of bakeries. She’s expanded so fast she’s forgotten a quality product is more important than quantity. It’s no wonder she got rats.”

      I sat quietly, waiting for Julian to continue. I had discovered a long time ago that when someone had information they might want to get off their chest, it was best to give them the time to do so.

      “Like I would steal her award-winning recipes and publish them in my cookbooks. Who needs to poach from a second-rate chef? I trained in Paris under some of the greatest pastry chefs in the world.” He snorted and rapped the top of the folding table with his knuckles, causing it to sway from the force. “Something needs to be done about her. Maybe the world will get lucky, and she’ll croak from a heart attack.”

      “Julian, might I remind you that making a veiled threat is still a threat?”

      He held up the palms of his hands in surrender. “Look, I’m all talk and zero action. Just ask anyone. There are plenty of people that will vouch for me.”

      I opened my mouth to say something when I heard Lily call to me. “Gage, can you come here a moment please?”

      I kept one eye on Lily and said to Chef Julian, “Excuse me, and don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back, and we will finish this conversation.”
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      Blair Holt had spilled her guts in under five minutes before saying she needed a breath of air. As she walked out the door, I called to Gage. I considered the feud between the remaining two judges but, more so, how she had mentioned that Roy and Julian were best buds. Together, they wanted to destroy her business.

      “Did you find something?” Gage asked.

      “Not yet, but did you know that Roy and Julian are tight? And according to Blair they’ve been trying to put her out of business for years.”

      “That’s interesting. Julian is acting like they are mere acquaintances, nothing more. I guess I’d better dig a little deeper. This situation might not have been an accident. I wonder if Blair was taking the opportunity for a little payback.”

      “Have you heard from the hospital about Roy’s condition? I’ve never seen or heard anyone make that rattling sound.”

      “Mimi seemed to help ease his breathing before the EMTs arrived, and with the administration of the EpiPen, it has to have helped. He must have been feeling the effects while he was sitting on the dais.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Before he sampled my muffins, I saw his face getting red, and he pulled on the collar of his sweater. I’ll bet he was having trouble breathing then. Any idea how long it takes for a reaction to happen?”

      “I can’t answer that question, but Peabody is talking with EL to get some details.” Gage nodded in her direction. “Do you notice anything interesting?”

      Sharon was smiling while she was talking on the phone, and her cheeks were flushed a charming shade of pink. “You didn’t tell me those two were an item.”

      “I don’t know that they are. When I mentioned him earlier, she got that same look on her face that she has now.”

      “Maybe we should get some people together and invite both of them. If they’re not dating yet, maybe they need a little nudge.”

      “My darling witch, please don’t start trying to be a matchmaker on top of your other accomplishments.” Gage kissed my cheek. “Oh, and Chef Julian says you’re going to be baking again today. Take a last look around and be ready to pick up your whisk again.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.” Withdrawing my cell phone I added, “I’m going to take pictures of every workstation before the bakers come back. Then I can study them later.”

      “Take pictures of the baking racks too. Just to be thorough.”

      I tapped my temple and the corner of my mouth tipped up in a smile. “I’m one step ahead of you, detective.”

      “You always are.” He touched my hand as he moved in Mac’s direction.

      I watched him walk away and sighed with a profound sense of contentment. Despite what had happened to poor Roy, having Gage here when it occurred was calming.

      Quickly scanning the location of each contestant, I began to take a multitude of pictures for each of the nine spaces. For good measure, I went back and did one more set of images of the spice rack. If Roy was allergic to cinnamon, there had to be a bottle here.

      

      Thirty minutes later, what was left of the people in the audience were back in their seats. I was in my station along with the rest of the bakers. The audience was settled in, and once again, Chef Julian and Blair were sitting at the judge’s table. In Roy’s place was Fred Wickshire, the owner of one of the town's favorite eateries, the Clam Bake. Chef Julian held up his hand, and everyone seemed riveted by what he was about to say.

      “Thank you, everyone, for your patience during our little emergency. Roy Fletcher is in good hands at the hospital. When we get an update on his condition, I’ll pass along the information. Until then, I’d like to introduce Fred Wickshire, who has graciously agreed to fill in for Roy. On a positive note, Fred has zero food allergies.”

      The restaurant owner squirmed in his chair and looked at the table. Chef Julian rubbed his hands together, which I was beginning to find mildly annoying. Once was more than enough.

      “Your next challenge is to make a cookie that pairs perfectly with a cup of coffee on a crisp fall day. You will have ninety minutes in case someone needs to refrigerate their dough before baking.” He looked down the length of the table and gave Blair and Fred a knowing grin. “Baking begins now.”

      This time, he clanged an oversized whisk against a coffee mug. I didn’t wait for the others to get their items. If I was going to finish baking cranberry biscotti on time, every second counted. It was a great cookie that was a big seller at the Sweet Spot and my personal favorite. William mentioned it always took more than ninety minutes. I didn’t dare look at Nikki or my family. I was sure this time I’d disappoint them, but I was going all in and try my best.

      Silently, I was thankful I had spent time perusing the shelves. I had a good idea of where I’d find the pastry flour and other ingredients. I put my hand on a jar of pistachio nuts; with Blair having a nut allergy, I changed my mind and grabbed the coconut and green colored sugar instead. That would make a festive touch once I dipped the biscotti in the melted chocolate.

      Once I had my ingredients assembled in front of me, I whisked the butter and sugar together until fluffy, remembering each helpful tip Nikki gave me. I combined the dry ingredients with the wet, shaped them into loaves, put them on parchment paper, and slipped the baking sheets into the oven. Victorious, I set the timer.

      Dang it! I whipped them out and dropped the sheets on the counter, shaking my hands at the heat from the pans. At least they were just getting hot. But the dough needed to be refrigerated first. I flicked off the oven, transferred the parchment and dough to cold cookie sheets, and slid them into the stainless steel refrigerator behind me.

      Daisy gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s okay, Lily, don’t let a tiny bump derail you; you’re doing great.”

      “Thanks, Daisy, that’s really sweet of you. What are you baking?” I wasn’t sure if I could leave my area, so I stood on my tiptoes to get a better look.

      “Cranberry rosemary thumbprint cookies. I’m not sure how they’ll turn out. I always use cinnamon in the dough, and since we have allergies, I’ve had to modify things, including the cranberry filling.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be amazing. I never thought about a thumbprint cookie.”

      She flashed me a grin. “I’m glad one of us is confident. I’m going to drizzle white chocolate over the top. I’ll save you one if you’d like to try them?”

      “Sure, and if my biscotti is edible, I’ll save you one too.”

      Geoff Marks laughed. “Ladies, you’re not sounding like competitors in a baking contest but old friends getting ready for a cookie swap. I’m here to win. Don’t count on sampling anything that I make.”

      Dora looked up from the mixing bowl she held close to her body. With a flicker of a smile, she said, “If you’re baking your signature cookie, oatmeal cranberry, you have nothing to worry about. Store bought cookies have more flavor.”

      I was shocked at how these bakers got testy with each other. But I guess bragging rights and a couple hundred bucks put some people into a highly competitive state. All I wanted was to say I participated, and I’d done just that. I didn’t expect to win but then I thought of my muffin entry and it won third place. Even if I was a novice, it didn’t mean I couldn’t produce a decent sweet treat.

      My timer went off. I pulled the dough out of the refrigerator, slid the parchment back to the original pans, and finally, my dough was baking for the next thirty minutes. Cool, cut, and bake again, and then I’d dip the finished product in chocolate and plate it. I glanced at the clock and bit my lower lip. I had barely enough time left to finish. Nothing else could go wrong.

      Gage held up his phone in my direction and headed to the back of the room. Since I was killing time anyway, I hurried after him.

      Just as I got there, Gage said, “Thanks for calling, EL. I appreciate the information.”

      I held out my hand so I could take the phone. He quirked a brow, shook his head, then handed it to me.

      “EL, this is Lily. How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you. Congratulations. I heard you made it through the first round.”

      “Yes, it’s going well.” I had dough to get back to so I said, “Listen, Gage and I are going to have some people over tomorrow night for lasagna. Don’t worry I’m not cooking but would you like to come? It’ll be super cas, you know, just a few friends.” Hopefully, the invitation came off breezy and casual.

      “I wouldn’t want to…” he began.

      “EL, I wouldn’t have extended the invite if we didn’t want you there. Please say you’ll join us. Or better yet, I won’t take no for an answer. Come any time after five thirty. Bye now.” I didn’t bother to wait for him to respond.

      I handed the phone back to Gage and quickly made a list of who needed to be invited. I was confident I’d convince Nikki to whip up a large pan of lasagna and dessert. I could handle salad. Now, scanning the room, I wondered where Sharon Peabody was.

      Gage had slipped the phone into his jeans pocket when he leaned close. “Daisy’s waving frantically. Is she trying to get your attention?”

      I glanced at my watch. The timer wasn’t due to go off on my cookies, yet she was obviously distraught. “If you see Sharon, let her know I need to speak with her, and when you get back to your seat, let Nikki and Steve know we’re hosting dinner tomorrow night.”

      “Sweetheart, you really shouldn’t be getting involved in people’s love lives.”

      With a wave of my hand, I said, “Nonsense.” A feeling of dread began to settle in the pit of my stomach. Daisy’s smile had faded as she pointed to my oven. I picked up the pace and scurried around the end of the counter.

      “Lily, I took a peek in your oven since you were in the back of the room. I don’t think your oven is actually working. There’s no heat coming out when I opened the door and the dough looks raw.”

      Had I forgotten to turn it back on? Tears pricked my eyelids. Wasn’t it like me to mess up baking something as simple as a cookie? Now, what was I going to do?

      Daisy pointed to an oven behind us. “Use that one. It’s a convection oven. Keep the temperature twenty-five degrees lower than the regular, and it bakes in less time, too.”

      What did I have to lose? I transferred the baking pans into the other oven and crossed my fingers as I looked to the heavens. I wasn’t ready to go home from this competition. I had Nancy’s pie to bake.

      When I looked at where Gage should be sitting, I saw his chair was vacant. While searching the spacious room, I noticed he was talking to Mac and Sharon. Their faces were grim. Did it mean that poor Roy Fletcher had died after they got him to the hospital?

      My eyes never left them. Gage looked at me. I breathed a sigh of relief when he didn’t give me a thumbs down. I took that as Roy was still holding on.

      “Bakers, thirty minutes,” Chef Julian announced.

      I could get ahead of the curve by setting up my chocolate dipping and decorating station. Thinking that this was something Nikki did every day, I had to wonder why. Even as a witch, baking was hard work. She needed to know all those spells and what the best flavor combinations were. It took a skill set that I wasn’t willing to cultivate after this weekend.

      Finally, Chef Julian rapped a mallet on the tabletop. “Bakers, whisks down. It’s time to see how the cookie crumbles.” He laughed more to himself. “I always wanted to say that in a contest, and now I have.”

      My plate of cookies didn’t look appetizing. If I didn’t make it to the next round of the competition, that would put much less pressure on me and give me more time to observe others around me. Like, what did Roy ingest to go into anaphylactic shock?

      We went through the same process as before. The judges announced Dora in first place and Daisy Patton in second, and I tied with Frankie Thorn in third. I still didn’t know what he had submitted. I was shocked. There was no way my cookie was good enough to get third place.

      Geoff Marks shouted, “This is rigged and outrageous.”

      Chef Julian tipped the mallet in Geoff’s direction and narrowed his eyes. “You have an honorable mention, so you’ll move on to the next round.” He nodded at the other five bakers. “The rest of you will be going home. Try again at the next competition and keep working on your recipes. Cooking, like all good things, takes practice and skill.”

      A few people grumbled, but the others just picked up their bag of tools and walked out of the cooking area single file.

      I looked across the baking area and locked my knees so they’d continue to hold me upright and swallowed the lump in my throat. And now there were five.
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      Geoff shook his clenched fist at me, his face turning a deep shade of purple. “What do you mean Lily Michaels’s cookies came in third? Just look at them. They don’t even look like they were fully baked.”

      My mouth dropped open, and my eyes popped. Apparently, I wasn’t good at masking my surprise at his outburst, but he had a point. The biscotti didn’t look appetizing compared to several of the other contestants’ cookies.

      Blair said, “If I may.” She gestured to the row of plates in front of the judges. “We specifically asked for cookies. Anything that is not a cookie, which by definition is something to be eaten with your fingers, is automatically disqualified. We have tarts, cupcakes, and turnovers which need to be eaten with a fork. For the record, I can’t wait to try one, but they’re not cookies. We had four cookies from which to select the best.  Lily and Frankie tied for third place. Geoff, you should have elevated your cookie submission if you wanted to be a contender.”

      He glared at Blair. “The texture of my white chocolate oatmeal cookie is perfect.”

      “Yes, but that is only one factor. Taste is critical.”

      “Enough of this banter.” Chef Julian tapped the face of his watch. “Considering all the interruptions we’ve had today and the near miss with Lily’s oven, I suggest we postpone the rest of the competition until tomorrow at ten o’clock, and that’s in the morning, people. Starting fresh might be what we all need.”

      Geoff spun on his heel and grabbed his stack of laminated recipe cards. Without saying goodbye to anyone, he stormed from the baking center.

      I looked at Dora and Daisy. “Is he always like that?”

      Daisy shrugged. “I’ve only met him at one other event. He’s from Drake’s Bay, and his behavior is typical of what I saw the last time we met in a competition. Geoff thinks he’s some hotshot baker, but he takes shortcuts and doesn’t layer flavors into anything he makes.

      That caught my attention. “Do you enter these contests often?”

      Daisy smiled. “Yes. I keep hoping if I come out as the grand prize winner. It’ll help me put together a portfolio for an angel investor to open my own bakery.”

      “That’s great, Daisy. Have you thought about talking to Blair? Would she be able to help you?”

      Her smile morphed into a frown. “That one? Every time I see her at one of these events, she looks down on most of us like we’re kids playing with an Easy Bake Oven.”

      That was the opening I needed. “Is it usually the same judges in the northeast? Chef Julian, Roy, and Blair?”

      “Most of the time. I know what Julian said before, and he made it sound like this was a rare occurrence. But he lied. And don’t trust him. He’s a
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