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“Juniper, we have a problem.”

I stared at Lemon, who was standing on the other side of my checkout desk. I vaguely wondered if I was imagining this whole thing. I’d only had one cup of coffee, after all. 

Lemon worked for the police department as a receptionist. She was about my age—mid-forties, maybe a couple of years older or a couple of years younger. Hard to say with the supernatural set. She wore bright red lipstick, an apple-green 1950s style fit-and-flare dress with white bric-a-brac trim, and her blonde hair was styled in a modern beehive. Her classic cat’s-eye glasses had white plastic rims studded with rhinestones. Her purse was one of those old-fashioned snap purses in the same lemon yellow as her name, and she clutched the strap so tight, her knuckles had turned white.

In all the months I’d been in Miracle Bay, I’d never once seen Lemon darken my doors. We’d always met at other places: the police station, the grocery store, the middle of the woods on a moonlit night.

“We have a problem?” I repeated, casually picking up a copy of To Kill A Mockingbird and entering it into the system as if I hadn’t a care in the world other than updating my inventory.

“Yes,” she said in that firm, no-nonsense way she had. That tone that brooked no arguments and suffered no fools. “We have a problem.”

“What sort of problem, and how am I involved?”

“We need coffee for this.” She marched toward the original kitchen of my old Victorian house which now served as a coffee shop for the bookstore, which took up the first two floors. I lived in the attic apartment like my grandmother, Agnes Jones, had before me, and her grandmother before her, back to the day Miracle Bay first sprang into existence with the help of a metric ton of magic. 

Most of the time, it was slow business at the shop, except during the summer months when there was an influx of visitors and everyone wanted to sit out on the Victorian’s wide, wraparound porch and drink coffee while staring at the ocean waves. Mostly we just got locals wanting tarot readings or caffeine fixes.

“If you say so,” I said, following her into the kitchen. I waved for her to sit at one of the stools at the counter-turned-bar which ran along one side of the room, allowing folks to sit and watch the barista work her magic. 

It was me. I was the barista, and I’d only just managed to figure out how to whip up a latte without blowing anything up. But that’s another story.

Lemon perched on the stool, gripping the handle of her purse between both hands like it might somehow shield her from... well, whatever it was that perturbed her. Lemon was not the sort of person to be perturbed by much of anything, so I wondered what it was that had her so worked up.

Sure, on the outside she took pains to appear her usual calm self, but it was very clear she was a bundle of nerves on the inside. I could practically feel the tension rolling off her in waves. I may not be much of a witch—yet—but I could certainly tell that much.

“What’s this about?” I asked, pulling two mugs out of the cupboard. 

“Finish making the coffee first,” she said. “I need to compose myself.”

“Sure. Go ahead. Compose away.” I made myself busy with the espresso machine to give her a chance to gather her thoughts. I glanced from Lemon to the latte I was making, then held up a bottle of Kahlua and waggled it at her. “Interested?”

“Yes. And make it a long pour.”

“Got it.” It must be worse than I thought if Lemon was day drinking. I might as well day drink, too. 

Once I doctored both of our lattes, I dragged over a stool and sat across from her at the counter. “Okay, now. What’s the problem, and how is it a ‘we’ problem and not a ‘you’ problem?”

She took a quick sip and then let out a heartfelt sigh. “I was doing a ritual.”

I hadn’t known Lemon did rituals, per se. I knew she did circles and sky dancing, and she had a weird set of skills, but rituals—actual witchcraft? Lemon wasn’t a witch. That much I knew, although her true heritage was still something of a mystery.

“What sort of ritual?” I asked, swiping at a bit of foam that had spilled over the side of my mug.

“Oh, just your typical renewal ritual,” she said. “You know, for the full moon.”

Okay, sure. I’d done a few of those with Elvira and Emerald—my grandmother and best friend, respectively. They weren’t that big a deal—pretty standard stuff for a witch, actually. They usually involved candles and smoke cleansing and a lot of cocktails.

“So what’s the problem then?” I asked.

“Well, it went amok. Very, very amok.”

“Okay.” I took a nice long drink of my doctored coffee. The Kahlua warmed me to my toes. “Exactly what type of amok?”

“The type where your lampshade starts talking to you in French,” she said.

I blinked. “That... doesn’t seem normal.”

“It’s not,” she assured me. “It really, really is not.” She guzzled her latte in one go and held out her mug for another.

I got up to fix her another drink, this one more Kahlua than actual coffee. “Anything else?”

“My cactus.”

I stared at her a beat until the espresso machine hissed at me. “Your cactus?”

“Yes. I have a lovely cactus that’s twenty years old, and this morning it jumped out of the pot and started running around my living room.”

“Oh, that’s not good,” I said, feeling a little like Alice after she’d fallen down the rabbit hole. “I assume it hasn’t done that before?”

“Not to my knowledge,” she said dryly.

“Okay, what else?” I placed her new drink in front of her.

“My clock ran backward.”

“That’s not good.” It was a bad omen, if one believed in such things. A warning that things were about to go wrong, and that time to fix it was running out.

“No,” she said firmly, hands now clasped around her mug. “It is not.”

“Well, it doesn’t seem like a big deal,” I said, leaning back on my stool.

She stared at me, aghast. “What do you mean, ‘it doesn’t sound like a big deal’? It’s a very big deal!”

“I mean, it seems like it’s just related to your house,” I pointed out. “That means it’s not affecting anything else in town.” 

“Yes, but I really don’t want my houseplants running around. What if they escape?”

“Well, fortunately, this is a magical town, so I doubt anyone would notice. And your clock—get a new one.”

She huffed. “And what about my lampshade?”

“Well, that is a bit of a pickle.”

“Yes. Rather,” she said, giving me a dirty look.

“I guess you could replace that, too.”

“Juniper Jones, you are of zero help.”

“Sorry,” I said with a shrug. “I’m not exactly an expert on this stuff. I don’t know why you came to me instead of Elvira or somebody who knows about these things.”

“Oh, didn’t I say?”

I gave her a look. “No, you did not.”

“The candle I bought to do this spell was from your shop.”

Oh, dear. “But you’ve never been in the shop.”

“Of course I have. Just not when you’re here.”

“Oh.” Did that mean she was avoiding me? Or was I overthinking it. “I still don’t get why it’s a ‘me’ problem.”

“Emerald made it.”

“Well, then it’s kind of Emerald’s problem, not my problem.” I had nothing to do with the actual making of the candles.

“Yes, but you sold it to me.”

“I did not. As you just said, I wasn’t even here.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine, but it still came from your place of business, so now you’re going to help me figure out how to fix it, right?”

“Fair,” I said. After all, it was my shop, as she pointed out. “Let me call Emerald and get her in here.”

Just then there was a thud from the other room. It was too heavy to be Enki—my familiar who looked like a cat but wasn’t—and too light to be anything human-sized.

I frowned. “What was that?”

“Oh, no,” Lemon wailed. “I think it followed me!”

We both jumped up and ran into the front room of the bookshop. I ducked just in time as a book sailed past my head. Lemon didn’t, and it smacked her in the cheek.

“Ow! Goddess be hanged!” she shouted. “What is going on?”

“I think my books are flying,” I muttered as another one—this time a paperback romance novel with a lurid image of a half-naked alien man—went careening toward the wall.

I remained crouched on the floor. Some of those books were pretty heavy. I didn’t want to get a concussion from a flying encyclopedia. Paperbacks, hardbacks—they all fluttered through the air, some in a steady pattern, others swooping and swirling like drunk birds.

Enki was calmly licking one paw from his perch on top of the register. I wondered when he’d come in. He’d been out when I opened up the shop.

“Enki, what do we do?” I shouted.

Enki yawned, flashing his tiny cat fangs, and then fixed us both with a look of profound feline disdain. He obviously found the whole affair deeply beneath him. “There once was a being named Lemon, whose chaos grew far beyond common. The shop and the sea aren’t as calm as could be. The trouble, you see, is this woman!”

I stared at my familiar. My familiar stared back.

“Did you seriously just tell me a limerick?” I asked.

“There once was a creature quite thin, who spoke with a sharp little grin. You vex me all day, now get out of my way—and kindly bring supper back in.”

I just stared at him. I honestly had no other response.

“I don’t think he’s reciting poetry,” Lemon said. “I think it’s the spell. It’s making him speak in rhyme.”

“Oh, my stars,” I said. “That’s all I need.”

“There once was a witch full of flair,” Enki continued. “Who acted as though I weren’t there. She thinks but of self, like a spoiled little elf, while I’m left neglected somewhere!” 

I rolled my eyes but otherwise ignored him and his dramatics. 

“Well, now what?” Lemon asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m new at this. You’re the one that’s been around for—” I almost said forever, but I stopped myself.

“Yes, but I don’t know any of this stuff. I’ve never had this happen before.”

The only thing I could think of was a containment spell. Elvira had decided that since I had the misfortunate tendency to set things on fire or blow them up—accidently, of course—I should probably learn a containment spell or two.  

I closed my eyes and reached for the thread of magic I’d only recently learned to find. It swirled somewhere behind my sternum, just waiting to be released. I pulled it up through my chest and pushed it out through my palms and, as I pushed, I said, “Contine.” 

Or something like it. Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure I was pronouncing it right. Latin was not my thing, and I’d no idea why half the spells were in Latin and the other half in some kind of rhyme. 

As I spoke, a pale shimmer rolled outward from my hands like a soap bubble expanding to fill the room and, for one suspended moment, everything went still. Books hung suspending in air, dust motes stopped dancing, and Lemon stood there, frozen. Then the bubble popped.

Immediately, the books flew back to their spots on the shelves, Enki stopped rhyming, and Lemon blinked, her red lips forming a startled O.

“Can you do that at my house, too?” she asked.

“Yeah, except I don’t think it’s the place itself.” I turned to her. “I think it’s you.”

“What are you saying?” Her eyes narrowed.

I bit my lip. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I think maybe whatever you did... you cursed yourself.”
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Lemon stared at me, wide-eyed, before turning around and stomping back into the kitchen. I followed her just in time to watch her take a gulp of her coffee so big she nearly choked on it.

After a bit of sputtering and coughing, she finally managed, “That’s not possible.”

“Afraid it is, Toots,” Enki said as he strolled into the kitchen, apparently now freed from his rhyming.

She shot him a death glare. “You call me ‘Toots’ again, and I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” Enki said, giving her a baleful glare that put hers to shame.

She gritted her teeth and turned her back on him. “What do we do? How do we find out what happened?”

Just then, a shout came from the front of the bookshop. “Yoo-hoo! Anyone at home?”

I’d know that voice anywhere. “Back here in the kitchen, Gma!” 

My step-grandmother-slash-mentor appeared in the open door. Elvira wore her usual velour tracksuit, this one in magenta with silver rhinestones spattered in starbursts over her boobs. She also had one of those 1980s sweatbands around her forehead and matching ones on each wrist, and she clutched a large book bag with Readers Do It Between The Sheets written on the side.

“Have you been power walking?” I asked, wondering why she wore sweat bands. It wasn’t her usual getup.

She waved me off. “Nah, nah. This is for later. I felt a disturbance in the Force.”

I snorted, amused. Elvira loved geeky things as much as I did. Lemon’s face was a complete blank, as if she’d never heard the quote before in her life, and Enki just rolled his eyes and streaked up the stairs, clearly done with this whole witch nonsense.

“I take it you felt Lemon’s spell,” I said.

“It wasn’t a spell,” Lemon said. “It was a ritual.”

“Fine. You felt the results of Lemon’s ritual?” I asked.

“Yes, indeed I did.” Elvira sort of sniffed the air as if she were a hound trying to catch a scent.

“Why are you sniffing the air?” I almost didn’t dare ask.

“I’m sensing it,” she said.

Lemon rubbed her eyes behind her glasses but said nothing, so it was up to me. I willed myself patience. “Sensing what exactly?”

“The ritual, of course.” Her tone indicated I was an idiot for even asking. “No, that’s done and dusted. I’m sensing the power it unleashed.”

“You can feel it?” I couldn’t say that I did. I could still feel the lingering effects of my own counterspell, but Lemon hadn’t done the ritual in my shop, so there wasn’t anything for me to sense.

“Of course I can,” Elvira said. “I’m old as heck, and I’ve been doing this a long time.”

Lemon held back a snort, but it cost her. I could tell.

Elvira barreled on. “It’s old, whatever this power is, and it’s not just
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