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      Killer cupcakes?

      

      Seems improbable to Lina, but when an attractive detective snaps cuffs on her and accuses her of witchy crimes she’s forced to reconsider.

      

      The murder weapon? A cupcake topper sold in Lina’s shop, Sticky Tricky Treats.

      

      The method? A killing curse.

      

      The curse’s origin? Lina…sort of.

      

      Except Lina hadn’t a clue that she was a witch, and certainly didn’t know she’d accidentally cursed some of her confections.

      

      She’s got to catch the killer who used her magic as a weapon or possibly face a conviction as an accessory.

      

      Now, if only the wizard detective assigned to the case weren’t such a distraction.
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      I didn’t profile my guests.

      Not exactly.

      But on days when I wasn’t swamped with in-store shoppers and filling online orders, I practiced guessing the motivations of the people who entered my shop.

      Every type of person came into Sticky Tricky Treats, my year-round, Halloween-themed candy store. Not an exaggeration, because everyone either loved sweets or knew someone who loved sweets.

      And since I offered the best specialty, handcrafted candies in town, I saw the sweet-tooth regulars, the special occasion shoppers, the apology gift buyers, and the seasonal crowd.

      There’d been a lull the past hour, with online orders that didn’t need to go out until tomorrow and only a customer or two in the store at a time. To pass the time, I played the “why candy, why today?” game while packing a few online orders.

      There’d been the harried mother of three who just needed a little something special for herself on a tough day. The kids had been absent, likely in school, but the large purse and comfortable clothes hinted at busy mom, and the tired look in her eyes spoke volumes as to the type of day she’d been experiencing.

      I placed a handful of lavender-lemon drops as an extra surprise for her inside her bag.

      Then there was the PMSing thirty-something. She belonged to a subset of women I saw regularly in store: well aware that the sugar would give them a happy high for the moment but that they’d be suffering for the indulgence later.

      I slipped a tiny packet of dark chocolate-covered almonds and hazelnuts into her bag. If she didn’t like nuts or dark chocolate, so be it. But she’d probably feel slightly less terrible after eating them as a snack than she would after eating the milk chocolate caramels with sea salt. No judgment, though. I loved those salty-sweet candies during certain times of the month myself.

      A few others passed through my shop, and I gave each of them my best effort. I was fairly confident in my guesses. Sussing out shoppers’ motivations was one of my superpowers.

      I looked at a customer, focused on what they needed, and poof, their candy motivation popped into my head. If they didn’t come to my checkout counter with the treat I thought they needed, I slipped a little something extra into their bag. I could afford it. The shop had been on solid ground for about three years now. And it made me happy to give my guests a little something to make their day better.

      Occasionally, a lone shopper whose candy motivation eluded me would cross my threshold.

      Today was one of those rare instances.

      I surreptitiously studied the man whose motivation would not be named. Still, nothing poofed into my head.

      Tall, solidly built, scruffy-jawed with dirty-blond hair and a good sprinkling of gray in his short beard, there was nothing about him that should have prevented me from making a good guess.

      It was possible I was distracted by his level-eight hotness, but I’d had the occasional nine come in the store and still managed to pinpoint their candy motivation.

      He walked through my small shop examining each display. He paused in the sugar cupcake topper section, scrutinizing the pumpkin tops.

      They weren’t my favorite item. Once they were gone, I wasn’t planning to make more. The idea had been for them to look like the sliced-off top of a pumpkin, like a pumpkin hat. The result wasn’t entirely up to my standard, and I’d been in a bit of a mood when I’d been working on them. My ex had sent me a stream of less-than-friendly text messages that evening.

      Not those poor pumpkin toppers’ fault, but the product had been forever tainted in my mind.

      Level Eight didn’t pick up the pumpkin toppers. Rather, he continued his perusal of my wares, stopping only once more to give my candy sticks a thorough gander. Another non-favorite of mine, or at least the orangey-brown ones were. The evening I’d made them, I’d been peeved about some offensive behavior perpetrated upon my innocent lawn. My friend Betty, who happened to live a few houses away, had sent me video evidence of my least favorite neighbor blowing leaves into my yard…from across the street. Who did that?

      Level Eight, with his unknown candy motivation, toured my entire stock of treats and happened to land on two of my least favorite candies, both made when I’d been less than my usual cheery self.

      I didn’t have a lot of foul moods. I was pretty upbeat in general, and especially in the last few years. Most days, I felt honored to be able to pursue my passion and live my dream, and that translated to a generalized sense of happiness, or at least contentment.

      Not that I didn’t have my moods and my bad days, but they were rare, so those two products truly were standout items.

      And then, after walking through my entire shop and picking up not one item, he headed to the exit.

      I was about to be offended—not many people entered Sticky Tricky Treats without purchasing at least one small goody—when he paused at the door and flipped the sign to closed.

      “Excuse me!” The words flew from my mouth before I’d considered the danger factor.

      A man had just isolated me in my own shop.

      That could not be good.

      I slid my hand casually to my rear jeans pocket, where I’d stashed my cell phone.

      He paused, as if surprised by my objection. “The sugar pumpkins and the candy sticks are for sale?”

      What? No, I put them out on the shelves with price tags for fun.

      But I didn’t voice my inappropriate thought. Instead, I replied calmly, “Yes. All of the candy on the shelves is for sale.” Then again, I did give my customers little extras at no charge, so I added, “Though I do sometimes give samples.”

      Candy for sale and for sample, shocker, since this was a candy shop.

      As evidenced by the sign on the door and all of the candy.

      “Sophia Emmaline Dorchester, you are under arrest for the illegal sale and distribution of cursed candy and raw magic.”

      Oddly, it wasn’t the “cursed” or the “magic” part of his impossible statement that first struck me.

      Or even the arrested part.

      It was the odd inflection in Level Eight’s speech. I thought he might possibly be German, though his English was practically native.

      Then I realized some strange (possibly German) man was attempting to arrest me.

      And then I realized he’d accused me of selling “cursed” candy and raw “magic.”

      Clearly, this man was having a break with reality inside my candy store.

      Oh. My. God.

      He just flipped the lock on my shop door.
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      I was going to die.

      Murdered in my favorite place in the whole world, surrounded by my lovingly crafted candies (with the exception of the pumpkin toppers and the candy sticks, naturally).

      Thirty-seven years old, never married, and no kids. I’d never even been to Canada! I’d lived in Idaho for five years, and I’d never been to Canada.

      But that was all moot, because a deranged man had stormed my shop, and he was going to murder me dead. I wouldn’t be around anymore, and I definitely wouldn’t be going to Canada.

      I eyed the potentially murderous man. Interestingly, he didn’t look deranged.

      He headed toward me, but his path veered and he landed once again in front of the candy sticks. He removed a pair of gloves from a pocket. Black, like the ones my colorist used when she bleached and dyed my hair.

      Then, gloved up, he gathered my orange and brown striped candy sticks and deposited them on the counter in front of me.

      Next he retrieved the pumpkin cupcake toppers and placed them next to the candy sticks.

      “A bag?” he asked. As if he were shopping.

      Except he wasn’t shopping. He’d just “arrested” me, and I suspected this was his version of evidence collection.

      When I failed to comply, he leaned over the counter and grabbed one himself.

      As he leaned forward, I leaned back. He might not be waving a weapon, but he was behaving in a highly suspect manner.

      He stuffed the offending candy into the purloined bag. “Do you have an employee you can call to cover for you?”

      Implying I would be leaving? With him? Um, no. But his comment reminded me of my cell. The phone currently tucked in my back pocket.

      What was going on with my sense of self-preservation? A guy busts into my shop and locks us inside together, for all I know with plans to murder me dead, and I didn’t even pick up my phone to dial 9-1-1?

      If I could whack my intuition, I would. It was clearly on the fritz.

      I ignored his question and indicated the candy stick display. “I think you missed a few of the orange and brown ones.”

      The plan had been to snag my phone from my back pocket when he looked away. Except he didn’t look at the display. His gaze remained firmly glued on me.

      “I got them all.” Level Eight crossed his arms. “Your phone won’t work.”

      My hand had slipped to my back pocket without me even realizing it, giving away my intentions.

      This guy. He probably thought he’d put a spell on my phone, and hocus-pocus, abracadabra, he was going to prevent me from calling.

      But if he thought that was true, then maybe I could sneak a call before he realized his “magic” wasn’t working. I retrieved it and dialed 9-1-1.

      Or I tried to.

      A solid black screen greeted me.

      The delusional man had not abracadabra’d my phone dead. He hadn’t. I must have forgotten to charge it last night.

      I inched closer to the phone next to the register. Yes, my store had a landline. And as much as I begrudged that bill each month, right now I was doing a little dance over the fact that I had another way to reach out for help.

      Level Eight arched his eyebrows. “Go ahead. Try it.”

      Dead. Just like I was going to be, because I was trapped with a murdery magic man.

      Okay, I didn’t really think that. But I was trapped in my shop with a guy who planned really well and definitely had his own weird agenda. Taking out both of my phones would have required a lot of planning.

      Ugh. I’d almost prefer a murdery magic man to someone who plotted my takedown with such meticulous care.

      “I’m confused. I should call someone to cover for me, but not really because my cell is dead and you’ve cut my landline somehow.”

      He retrieved a cell from his cargo pants. Yeah, he’d woken up this morning and had a moment when he looked in his closet and thought that cargo pants were a good choice.

      And yet, I’d still found him attractive when he’d walked through my door. Maybe he was an eight-point-five-level hotness, since I’d initially looked right past those tragic pants.

      He lifted the phone. “You have someone you can call?”

      A stranger who claimed to believe in magic and to have the ability to arrest me was confiscating (stealing, because where was the cash?) my candy and illegally detaining me, but now he wanted me to take his phone and call an available employee—which I did not have—so that my store could remain open. He was a considerate delusional person?

      “Uh…” I was having a hard time fitting everything that was happening right now into my brain and making it come together in a way that made sense.

      “An employee?” He prompted once more as he jiggled the phone in his hand.

      “I’ve only got one part-timer, and she’s got midterms right now.”

      He shrugged, as if that was just fine with him. It probably was, since he could murder-kidnap-arrest me even more easily without an employee wondering why they’d been called in last minute. “You’ll have to close the shop, then.”

      Since he’d already done that when he flipped my sign to closed and locked the door, what was I supposed to say?

      Except I was feeling contrary, so I said, “No.”

      Because…no.

      I would not be complicit in my own kidnapping. And since this whacko had yet to pull some kind of weapon out of one of those many pockets of his, I was calling his bluff. Also, I wasn’t feeling nearly as threatened by this man as the situation called for, and that was making me brave.

      He frowned, as if my behavior confused him.

      My behavior confused him.

      Me, the lucid person who refused to believe in curses and raw magic or to be complicit in her own fake arrest.

      Except, I wasn’t entirely with it, because I’d accidentally refused the use of his phone, which I could have used to call for help.

      Self-preservation fail. Intuition fritzing. Clearly, I wasn’t made for handling emergencies.

      I’d smack my head, but at this rate, I wasn’t entirely sure I wouldn’t give myself a concussion. That was just the kind of day this was turning into.

      “Before we leave, I need to see your logbook.” When I stared at him in confusion—because, what logbook?—he said, “Your logbook? Where you record the names and contact information for the recipients of magical items.”

      ‘Kay. First, I was skipping the issue of “magical items.” I don’t curse candy, I don’t distribute raw magic, and I don’t sell magical items. Just because my candy store was Halloween-themed, that didn’t mean I believed in ghosts, witches, and warlocks. Nor did I dabble in spells, jinxes, or hexes.

      But this guy apparently believed in all the magical things, and I wasn’t about to tip his world view off its axis right now—if I even could.

      As for the logbook?

      “You’re kidding me, right?” I flashed him an incredulous scowl. “We’re not selling guns in here, mister.”

      “Bastian.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Bastian Heissman, regional representative for the International Criminal Witch Police.” He pulled a wallet from yet another pocket. How many pockets did those terrible pants have?

      His wallet contained a shiny badge that he was now displaying with a great deal of confidence.

      Did delusional people have props?

      This was news to me. I’d never been cornered and locked in my shop by a lunatic intent on arresting me for made-up charges. Then again, he had done enough prep to take out my cell and landline, so fake credentials fit in nicely with his careful planning.

      “I want to see your badge.” I mostly asked to mess with him just a little bit.

      He handed it over without hesitation. Freakishly, it looked and felt real. Solid. I’d expected something like a child’s Wild West tin badge, I guess. It even had International Criminal Witch Police stamped on it.

      And since I had possession of his wallet, I flipped through it. I’d been right about his slight accent. He had a German identity card, as well as an Idaho driver’s license. There were also a few credit cards. Each card had his name, Bastian Heissman, printed on it.

      I returned it and then held out my hand palm up. “Your phone.”

      “No.”

      “Worth a try.” I leaned on the counter. “You know you’re going to jail.”

      “Prison. Jail is a temporary holding facility where convicted criminals sentenced to a term less than one year serve their time.”

      He sounded a little like a cop. Or a guy who knew cop-like stuff.

      “So you’re saying you recognize what you’re doing is illegal and that it’s serious enough to warrant a longer sentence.”

      He sighed. “I don’t have time for this. As you know, the International Witch and Warlock Code of Conduct outlines—”

      “No, Bastian. No, I do not know, because I’ve never heard of the international code of whatever.”

      Honesty seemed like the best policy. I wasn’t denying the existence of magic, only the knowledge of some fictional rule book with fake rules that Bastian seemed to think I’d violated.

      My response didn’t elicit a sigh this time. Rather than annoyed, frustrated, and generally impatient, now he looked concerned. “Who was your mentor?”

      “Uh, Cat helped me set up my books. Betty, my super cool elderly neighbor, she helps with taste-testing. Oh, and Brian.” I wrinkled my nose, because even saying his name made me want to scream or eat a lot of milk chocolate caramel with sea salt. “My ex, Brian, helped with—”

      “No, your witch mentor.”

      And here it was. What I’d been trying to avoid. “No witch mentor, Bastian, because I’m not a witch. Because witches aren’t actually real.” I waved at the Halloween décor in my shop—witches, ghosts, and vampires, inclusive—and said, “Not real. Any of it.”

      A determined light sparked in his eyes, and then he whipped out a pair of handcuffs from one of his gazillion pockets. Yet another reason to hate those pants.

      Wait—handcuffs? No. No-no.

      Except, yes. Bastian Heissman, regional rep of some imaginary witch squad, was snapping handcuffs on me. Had already cuffed me, in fact. How had that happened so fast?

      “You can’t arrest me for…for…whatever you’re arresting me for!”

      I couldn’t have an arrest record. I was no criminal. Ack! Now I was buying into his delusion. That was wrong. So wrong. I would not be brainwashed.

      The fear that had been trickling away ever since its initial spike with the locking of my front door now flared. “You’re definitely going to murder-kidnap me, aren’t you?”

      The counter still separated us, which was a testament to Bastian’s cuffing skills. I couldn’t recall exactly how the restraints had gone from his hands to around my wrists.

      He ignored my question. Worse, he ignored me. He pulled out his cell and made a phone call. “I need transport.”

      “I’m not getting in your murder van.” Pretty sure I screeched that loud enough that whoever was on the other end of the line could hear it.

      “Yeah. Give me a five-second delay.” Bastian tucked away his phone in one of his various pockets, grabbed his bag of purloined candy with one hand, and then leaned further across the counter to grab my upper arm with the other.

      Then everything went black.
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      Was that—I inhaled—coffee?

      And not the over-roasted, burnt variety. The aroma surrounded me. I inhaled again, because I loved the smell of coffee. It was next only to the smell of baking bread in my inventory of favorite food scents.

      And yes, I was a confectioner who loved the smell of baked bread above candy and other sweets. I possessed a number of odd quirks, and that particular preference didn’t come near to topping the list.

      “I think she’s awake.” The voice sounded worried. And male. And young.

      “She’s definitely awake.” This came from a woman. Also, young but much less worried.

      “Sophia.” That voice I recognized. My abductor, Bastian Heissman.

      I groaned. No one called me Sophia except my great-aunt, and that was only because I was named after her. I suspected her persistence indicated an inflated ego more than a failing memory. Then again, she did claim her memory wasn’t exactly the best.

      “Well, looks like you might have maimed this one,” the woman said.

      “No way,” the young man replied. “I’m careful. I’m always careful.”

      Huh. I didn’t feel maimed. I felt…okay. Probably.

      Pretty sure I was reclining on a sofa, and opening my eyes seemed like a lot of effort, but otherwise no obvious complaints.

      On the plus side, I wasn’t cuffed. I was fairly sure I’d been cuffed earlier.

      Cuffed or not, maimed or not, I couldn’t hang out all evening listening to people I didn’t know talk about me. With a concerted effort, I willed my eyes open to find that I was, as I’d predicted, lying on a sofa.

      Since the view of the ceiling didn’t reveal much, I moved to sit up.

      Bad choice. Very bad.

      My head exploded with pain before I got a look at the worried guy or the flippant woman.

      Bastian loomed over me and put his hand on my shoulder. “Take it easy.”

      As if he needed to hold me there or tell me not to move. Please. I wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry. I disliked pain intensely.

      The woman sniggered. “Told you. Maimed.”

      “I’m not maimed,” I whispered. “But I do feel like a bag of jawbreakers knocked me on the head.”

      “That’s weirdly specific,” the woman said.

      “Not really. I’m a candy maker, and I’ve had a bag of jawbreakers dropped on my head.” I slowly shifted toward the group but couldn’t help a small moan.

      “I can fix that for you, if you like,” the woman said.

      Both Bastian and the worried young man said, “No!” before I had the chance to say, “Yes,” and ask how quickly.

      “I’ll fix it,” Bastian said.

      “Uh, I think you dropped the jawbreakers.”

      He looked confused, or maybe as if he was translating in his head—odd, because his English was exceptional—and then he said, “I didn’t hit you. Not with a bag of jawbreakers or anything else. You didn’t handle the transport very well.”

      Transport…

      Wait a second. I’d been in my shop, Bastian had phoned someone requesting transport, and then he’d grabbed my arm.

      That was all I could remember.

      “Did you drug me?”

      The woman—a short, curvy, twenty-something with dark brown, almost black hair and a perfectly executed bold red lip—said, “No, he didn’t drug you. That’s not Bastian’s style. Poisons and potions seem like they’d be more up your alley, what with your propensity for cursing edibles.”

      “Seriously? With the cursed candy garbage again? How many times do I have to say it? I didn’t curse my candy.”

      “Yeah, except you did.” The brunette rolled her eyes. “You made the candy. And the candy is cursed. Ergo, you cursed the candy.”

      “What’s your name?” I really wanted a name to put with that obnoxious attitude and red lipstick.

      “Here we go,” the worrier muttered. He was average height, dark-headed and with just enough facial hair to be interesting. His age was difficult to determine, because even with the scruff, he had a youthful look.

      The brunette glared. At him, at me. At the world in general. “Sabrina.”

      If I was reading this situation correctly, the three people locked in this aromatic room with me right now believed they were witches. The whole International Criminal Witch Police schtick pointed to that conclusion.

      And now I was chit-chatting with Sabrina…the witch.

      I swallowed a laugh, because one, inappropriate, and two, laughter was guaranteed to make my head explode.

      Sabrina, with her dark hair, bright red lipstick, and plunging cleavage looked nothing like the wholesome blond from the TV show of my childhood, and yet, I couldn’t help but pair the two.

      “Not a single word. Don’t say it. Don’t—"

      But I couldn’t help myself. “Sabrina the teenage witch.” I pressed my lips together, because laughter equaled pain. Also, I doubted that any verbal expression of humor would be tolerated by Sabrina the not-teenage witch.

      Shame on me for pushing her buttons. I really shouldn’t antagonize her. We short ladies needed to stick together. Also, she seemed like she might be a terrible friend but an even worse enemy.

      “You done?” she asked.

      I started to nod then thought better of it given the pain that was waiting to explode in my head and said, “I think so. Sorry. It was a compulsion.”

      “Yeah, ever since that remake came out—” She squinted at the look on my face. “The new one? Has a horror vibe?”

      I hadn’t a clue what she was talking about.

      She rolled her eyes. “Never mind.”

      “Can I fix you now?” Bastian asked.

      “If you can make the second worst headache I’ve ever experienced disappear, then yes, please fix me.”

      Bastian knelt next to me, and I got a whiff of him. He smelled like cardamom and ginger and cinnamon and a touch of citrus and—

      “Sophia?” he asked with more than a hint of annoyance in his tone.

      “Huh? My name’s Lina. I don’t go by Sophia.” And I would not sniff him. Even if he did smell like the yummiest man I’d ever smelled. He’d gone from level eight and a half to eleven. How was I supposed to think around an eleven? There wasn’t even such a thing as an eleven.

      “Right. Lina, can I start?” His hand was inches from my head.

      “Sure. Yeah. Do your thing.” Maybe he’d magic finger massage my pain away. Wait, that sounded weird.

      He placed three fingers on my temple.

      There was no sparkle, no lights, no rhyming words, but the man performed magic.

      A warmth spread from his fingers. It wasn’t a warmth of increased temperature. It was more a feeling of goodwill. A sense of coziness.

      He did that—with his touch.

      And my headache? Gone.

      “K, so this magic you guys are all convinced exists? I’m totally on board.” As Bastian’s hand dropped away, I sat up, completely pain free. “I’m a believer. Call me a convert. How did you do that?”

      “Aw, man. Seriously, Bastian? You do a little healing woo-woo, and she’s all, yeah, magic is real.” The worried guy was looking a lot less worried now. He looked peeved. “I ship her body from downtown Boise to the Bench, but
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