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Ingrid came into the kitchen and I instantly knew something was wrong. Her usually calm face had a furrow between the brows. Matilda must have sensed it too. We were sitting in the kitchen talking to Gemma while she worked on her already perfect rhubarb pie recipe, but I saw the two sisters’ backs straighten when Ingrid walked in. 

“Someone has been taking fudge from the store,” Ingrid said, thumping her handbag onto the kitchen chair and moving to the kettle to make herself a tea. Ingrid always made tea when she was upset. Or happy. Or sad. Ingrid made a lot of tea. From my perch on Matilda’s shoulder, I could see it was her chai blend, which meant she wanted to focus. 

“What do you mean?” Matilda asked, shuffling her computer and various travel magazines to the side to make room for Ingrid. We were planning our next photography trip, and Matilda really liked to spread out to get a clear picture of things. 

Ingrid slumped into a chair, summoning the almond milk from the fridge with a wave of her hand and putting the other on her head. Did she have a headache? Ingrid almost never sat in the kitchen. The rest of the Sweet Witches did, but Ingrid, the matriarch of the house, tended to favour the more formal dining room. 

She sighed, stirring her drink magically before bringing the cup to her lips. “At first I thought maybe it was just you girls helping yourself,” she said. 

“Women,” Matilda corrected her softly, and Ingrid nodded.

“But even if one of you forgets to update the ledger one day, you usually don’t forget a few days in a row. We sold four pieces of fudge yesterday, and Matilda chopped up one and gave it away as a sample. The jar in the store cupboard was full because I made a new batch on Sunday. It’s only Tuesday and the jar is half empty. Nobody is buying that much fudge, and even you gi–women–”  she corrected, meeting Matilda’s eye (I flushed with pride at my witch holding her ground with her mother), “-don’t eat that much”.

“That does sound strange,” Gemma agreed, bringing over a pie with latticed pastry on top. “Could you cool it?” she whispered to Matilda, but Ingrid heard. That woman had hearing almost as good as mine. Bats do have excellent hearing. Despite people thinking we only communicate by sonar, we have ears as well, and unlike dogs, who Gemma says only have ears for decoration, we actually use ours. Ingrid merely raised an eyebrow at Gemma, who flushed bright red and moved away with the delicious pie, mumbling something about there being better light under the window. 

Poor Gemma was an excellent cook, but her magical skills left a bit to be desired. Then again, it could only be expected. Her Familiar, Mabel, didn’t help her much. 

Obviously smelling the food, she waddled  into the kitchen, her huge tail wagging, that silly golden retriever smile on her face. I liked most of the Familiars in Magnolia Manor, the house we all lived in, but Mabel just didn’t seem to pull her weight. She was always so happy. And barky. I glowered as she shoved her big face in Matilda’s lap for a pat before moving towards Gemma. One sharp cough from Ingrid, however, and she sat just at the precipice to the kitchen. Ingrid was very flexible about animals in the house. Having a bat, a magpie, a golden retriever, a tarantula, and a couple of cats living there could do that, but she still insisted there were to be no dogs in the kitchen. They were far too big, for one thing. 

After Gemma had subtly wafted fresh air from the window over the pies for a few minutes, occasionally whispering something or waving her hand to give Ingrid the impression she was at least trying to cast magic, she brought the pie back. Clara clopped downstairs in her black combat boots and took a seat at the kitchen bench. 

“Alright ma?” Clara asked. She was the only one of the witches to use the word ‘ma’ to describe the tall and imposing Ingrid. She too must have been surprised to see the woman at the kitchen bench, instead of reclining by the fireplace or sitting upright at the dining room table. 

“It’s the case of the missing fudge,” Gemma said, smiling as she handed a slice of pie to everyone. Matilda blew on a piece and held it up to me. As a fruit bat, there is nothing better to me than fruit pie, and Gemma is the best cook in town. I only partially listened to Ingrid and Clara’s chat. Ingrid said she was worried Annah had seemed distracted on Sunday at dinner. 

“She’s probably just stressed about the shop,” Clara said, but she promised to check in on Annah. Even though the second to eldest Sweet sister no longer lived in Magnolia Manor, our home, it didn’t stop the matriarch from worrying about her. Come to think of it, Annah had seemed more distracted than usual on Sunday. She’d seemed anxious. I hadn’t really noticed because she also smelt so strongly of cinnamon and candle wax and something that tickled my nose that I’d had to sit on the other side of the room from her. She must have been making more candles for the shop. 

“And what’s this about missing fudge?” Clara asked, spooning pie into her mouth and groaning. “This is amazing, Gems. Definitely competition worthy.” 

Ingrid explained the missing fudge once more. “It must be happening over night,” she explained. “I’m sure I had a whole jar of my chilli fudge in the store cupboard yesterday and this morning when I went in it was half empty.” 

“Are you sure you didn’t just forget how much you’d sold? Or made a half batch?” Clara asked, looking skeptical. 

“I’m positive.” Ingrid said, lips pursed. Ingrid didn’t enjoy being questioneed.

“I just can’t think how anyone would get into the store,” Matilda mused. I had been thinking the same thing. The Sweet Tooth was locked up at night, and unless you had the magic password or a key, there was no way in.

“Well, whatever they’ve been doing, I’ll know tomorrow,” Ingrid said, standing and sending her plate to the sink to wash itself. “I’ve set a trapping spell on the store cupboard. Tomorrow, we’ll know our culprit.”
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The following evening, I was having breakfast and hearing about Matilda’s day, when Ingrid came in. She set down an empty jar on the kitchen bench. ”They got around my spell.” 

She looked furious, and more than a little confused. 

“I don’t understand,” she was saying, “the spell went off, but somehow the culprit still managed to steal the fudge and get away.” 

“The fudge is all gone?” Matilda asked, eyeing the empty jar with surprise and suspicion. 

“Only a few crumbs in the bottom,” Ingrid responded. 

“There are a few more pieces left in the main fudge cabinet in the shop itself, but the store cupboard is empty. I’ll have to make a whole new batch tomorrow.”

Ingrid never let stocks get that low. She was known for her organisational skills. It was strange that she couldn’t see who was stealing the fudge. Then again, psychic powers were notoriously fickle.  

Now though, I knew I had to help. Ingrid’s spell had failed, and it was obvious they wre floundering. If the witches couldn’t solve the mystery, it was time to bring in an expert. I knew what I had to do. I’d done this once before with my witch, but this time, it would be a solo adventure. 

It was time for a stakeout. 

Once Matilda had fallen asleep listening to a podcast about lemurs found in South America or something, I took off through the open window. The Sweet Tooth was only a few minutes’ flight away, and when I arrived, I carefully used Matilda’s key to open the door. I hadn’t asked her if I could borrow it, not wanting her to worry about my stakeout or feel like she needed to join me. She had done enough detective work recently. It was time to leave this matter to the expert. 

When we had done stakeouts for the murder investigation, we’d been hidden because we were in a car. Here, I was out in the open. Should I wear a moustache so as not to be recognised? Dust myself with white powder to look like a statue? Perhaps see if I could find a thimble and wear it as a hat?

Eventually, I decided that being a bat was probably disguise enough, and I found a perch up in the rafters to wait. I decided to wait in the main shop, ratheer than the store cupboard, mostly because he store cupboard was a little gloomy and I liked the shop better. Peering down at all the multicoloured candy below, my mind wandered to the likely culprits. The most likely culprit would be a witch from another area, I thought. A rival who was after Ingrid’s magical recipes. Surely they would have made their way into the magical half of the shop though? And why only take the chilli fudge? I didn’t even like chilli, it made my nose itch. 

Perhaps it was someone else with
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