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      Snarky cat familiars and know-it-all assistants really suck!

      

      She thought being a depressed baker in Portland was bad enough, but Jessica Lavender’s new life is going to be unbearable, and she has no choice. She must stay in Good Fortune and fix things. 

      Nosey neighbors, snarky familiars and too-good-to-be-true assistants, plus a ghostly mom! What did she do to deserve this? And how can she fix what happened when she has no idea how to be a witch?

      

      This 3 book box set contains:

      Witchy Awakening

      Witchy Hot Spells

      Witchy Flash Back
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          A PARANORMAL COZY MYSTERY
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        Discovering you're a witch when your cat starts talking to you isn’t as fun as it sounds.

      

        

      
        After the sudden death of her mother, Jessica Lavender's mediocre life as a baker takes an unexpected turn.

      

        

      
        Forced to return to her home town to run her mom’s store, she must learn to harness her magical abilities while dealing with nosy neighbors.

      

        

      
        If that wasn’t enough, her snarky familiar insists she unearth and solve the suspicious death of the body in her garden!

      

        

      
        This paranormal cozy mystery will have you questioning everything you thought you knew about magic and murder!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The death of Lissa Lavender shocked the small town of Good Fortune.

      Lissa had been the heart and soul of the community, which meant her daughter’s return to town after many years was big news.

      Knowing how the small town operated, Jessica Lavender should have expected it, but the shock of being in the limelight sent her into defensive mode. That made it doubly difficult to come to grips with what the loss of her mother truly meant to her.

      Arriving at night with a suitcase and her cat Maestro, she went straight to her mother’s house at the end of Main Street. An hour later, the phone rang and didn’t stop. Eventually she’d pulled out the connection, hoping the townsfolk would get the message.

      As soon as she opened her eyes this morning, Jess knew she’d only been fooling herself. After the first thundering knock from well-meaning neighbor #1 forced Jess out of bed, she managed a quick wash, slipped into yesterday’s clothes, and opened the door to an incessant flood of visitors.

      Visits overlapped, and these people who were mostly strangers stayed far longer than it took to drop off a dish of recently cooked food and pay their respects.

      Eventually every counter-top and table was filled with plastic containers and plates. Jess had no words left to thank them or answer their myriad questions. How she was, or what she had been up to since they’d last seen her, didn’t matter right now. They didn’t know her, and she didn’t want to know them.

      You’re tired. You should tell them to leave.

      The words swirled in her head, and Jess suddenly yawned in the next-door-neighbor’s face—the one who had set today off into this nightmare. Jess put a hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Crandle.”

      The short, round woman, reminiscent of a fairy godmother, tutted. “You poor dear.” She clapped her hands, and the noise in the living room and kitchen subsided. “We’ve outstayed our welcome, ladies. Jessica is exhausted after her journey and needs to rest.”

      With a few hugs and more sympathetic words, the rooms emptied as if by magic.

      Jess smiled genuinely for the first time today. “Thank you, Mrs. Crandle.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. I’ll be off too, as soon as I’ve cleared the rest of this food into the freezer, but might I give you a few words of advice?”

      Jess’s smile froze, sensing that she had no real choice in the matter. “Of course, Mrs. Crandle.”

      The woman counted off the fingers on her left hand. “Don’t touch Rebecca’s stew—you’ll have heartburn for days. I’d be wary of that pie from Daphne Dennison. Reg Doherty, the local chicken farmer, told me she’s been out collecting road kill again. Make sure you return all the containers if you don’t want to make enemies. Get down to your mother’s shop tomorrow and throw out all the expired ingredients before they rot.” She was down to her last finger. “And now that you’re all grown up, please call me Amy.”

      Jess brushed her auburn hair over one shoulder and smothered a groan. To be fair, the list seemed doable and potentially lifesaving, but she hated being told what to do. “Thank you, I’ll be sure to do that.”

      “Don’t you worry about a thing,” Amy said firmly. “Your mom was always saying how capable you are, and she has plenty of friends who are only too happy to help with the arrangements.”

      The bit about her being capable was a surprise. Their mother-daughter relationship had been tense for more years than Jess cared to remember. When the expectations to follow in Lissa’s footsteps proved too much to deal with twenty years ago, Jess moved north. If she was honest, she’d checked out on their relationship long before that. As for a team of Amy’s coming back to boss her about…

      “I’m sure I can manage, but please tell them I said thank you.”

      Amy tilted her head and after a second or two nodded before gathering up more containers. “Well, you just say the word if you change your mind.”

      Forcing as much as possible into the freezer and fridge, Jess finally locked the door behind Amy, and with her back pressed against it she let out a long breath.

      “Now what do I do?” she muttered. It was a small house. Some might say quaint, but Jess had always considered it cramped. Clean and tidy with two bedrooms, a bathroom upstairs, and a utility room with a toilet by the back door, she hoped it would be easy to sell so she could go home.

      Maestro appeared from behind the couch and sauntered across the room.

      “I wondered where you’d gone to, buddy.”

      “If you thought I was going to put up with them patting me or clutching me to their bosoms all day, you were sorely mistaken.”

      Jess gaped. “You did not just talk to me.”

      He sat down in front of her and tilted his head exactly the way he usually did whenever she spoke to him. “See anyone else here?”

      Only, he’d never answered her before. She slithered down the door and landed with a thump on her butt. “It was inevitable. I’m going crazy.”

      Lazily, he licked one sleek front paw. “No, you’re not.”

      She put both hands to her face and rocked. “I haven’t got time for a nervous breakdown. There’s too much to do.”

      “Then don’t have one. They’re overrated from what I’ve seen.”

      She peered between her fingers. “I’ve owned you for five years. Why would you suddenly be able to talk now? No, this is just a figment of my imagination,” she added.

      He stuck the paw out to her as if he was pointing. “We’ll leave the whole ‘who owns who’ thing aside for now. Consider this. The issue isn’t about me not talking but rather that you haven’t been listening.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. If I’d heard another voice I would ahve looked for who had spoken,” Jess argued and immediately wished she hadn’t.

      Maestro sighed heavily and came a little closer. “Look me in the eye and tell me you haven’t heard voices in your head.”

      “What? Well, everyone does. That doesn’t make them real.”

      “And you’re sure about that?”

      “Of course.” Jess heard the doubt in her voice and wanted to scream.

      “Hmm. I thought you’d be quicker than this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Usually when the Lavender women find out they’re witches they readily grasp the concept because they’ve had an inkling since they were small. Then again, you’ve always been the most stubborn child.”

      Her jaw was a little sore from hanging open, and she snapped it shut for a moment, annoyed by his disdain and that she was arguing with him. But what was she supposed to do when he kept spouting stupid things? “You’re making no sense. Witches aren’t real and how would you know anything about my ancestors? Or my childhood for that matter.”

      He sighed again, lay down, and put his face between his front paws as if settling in for a long chat. “Let’s start from the beginning then. All Lavender women are witches. They have been since the beginning of time.”

      “That’s just silly. My mom wasn’t a witch,” she interrupted. “And I’m certainly not.”

      “Is the idea of being a witch sillier than talking to her cat?”

      Jess shook her head, not sure why she continued to argue with an animal who wasn’t supposed to be capable of arguing back. “You’re not mom’s cat—you’re mine.”

      He raised what looked like an eyebrow. “Where did I come from?”

      “Is that a trick question? Mom gave you to me for my fortieth birthday,” Jess told him smugly.

      “Correct. Although, let me reiterate, owning me is still up for debate. Anyway, bearing that date in mind, what is my lineage?”

      She smirked at what was clearly a trick question. “You must be mom’s cat’s kitten.”

      He sniffed rudely. “I’m a male and have never sired any kittens—that I know of.”

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it.” She blinked at her reasoning and quickly continued. “Mom always had a cat. She must have had a female cat that had a kitten.”

      “Incorrect. That statement tells me how little you notice about your surroundings.” He shrugged. “Still, I’m not surprised after watching you for most of your life that you were oblivious to the truth. I became her cat after her mother passed me along when she turned forty. I might add it’s incredibly frustrating to train each Lavender, and I do hope we can get through your induction quicker than how it’s shaping up.”

      Clearly he was talking rubbish. That would make him—very old. Too old. Impossibly old. She laughed a little hysterically. Or she was hallucinating this nonsense. Maybe one of the women put something dodgy in their baking. Yes, that had to be it. She’d been drugged with magic mushrooms and was having a little trip. It would all be fine in the morning. She swallowed hard. Well, as fine as it could be with her mom dead.

      “I wouldn’t go around accusing people of drugging you. Small town people really rent that kind of thing.”

      Jess held her head. Cats couldn’t read minds. The mushrooms must be very powerful.

      “Familiars can always read the minds of their witches. Unless a witch chooses to shut them out.”

      She gulped and peered through her fingers. He was still there, watching her with an imperious glint in his green eyes. “How old are you?”

      “Too old to count the years. Now, any more questions or do you need more time to think up ways to describe me?”

      She stared blankly for several seconds. Even if all this nonsense was true, what did one ask a talking cat about being a witch? She stood and cautiously circled Maestro, her once sweet and incredibly ordinary cat. “I’m going to bed.”

      He waved her away dismissively. “I can see there is no point in trying to make you see what is right in front of you. Run away while you can. Sweet dreams, witch.”

      Jess hurried down the hall and up the stairs. A talking, snarky cat? She must be more stressed than she thought and maybe that’s why the mushrooms were having this bizarre effect.
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      Sunlight peeked under the bottom of the curtain. Jess rolled over in the small bed and whacked her elbow on the wall. She opened one eye, winced at the bright poppy-covered wallpaper, and closed it again. It hadn’t felt right to sleep in her mother’s bed, but she hadn’t slept on a twin mattress since she left home. Had it always been this uncomfortable? She might have to reconsider her choice of bedroom if she had to stay longer than another night or two.

      How long would it take to do all the necessary paperwork? She should have googled it. If she had to deal with with the likes of Mrs. Crandle and her cronies for more than a couple of days, she might end up in a corner rocking.

      “You should plan on a week, minimum.”

      Jess peered over the side of the bed where Maestro sat staring up at her. How had she forgotten about the talking cat.

      “I’m hungry,” he said, as if that was the most important thing for her to deal with.

      She flopped back on the bed, then peeked back over the side.

      “Still here and still hungry, “ he said waspishly.

      “So, it wasn’t a dream come nightmare?” she asked, glad that she was laying down. “You really can talk?”

      A paw touched his forehead. “Oh dear, are we all the way back to denial?”

      “If you’re so clever, why don’t you get your own breakfast?”

      He waved both front paws under her nose. “No opposable thumbs, dummy.”

      “Have you always this rude?”

      “I was about to say the same to you. But then I remembered that you’ve always been snarky, which is pretty much the same thing.”

      “That is an outright lie, and you know it. You’re only copying what I said or thought last night about you.

      “Ah, I did recall hearing those words somewhere. Still, if the judgment fits…”

      “Are you mocking me?”

      “I wouldn’t dare. Now hurry up.” He sauntered to the door then stopped to look over his shoulder. “You may want to smarten up some. You look terrible, and three days in the same clothes is pushing things a little far, don’t you agree?”

      Jess threw the covers back and crossed to the small dresser with an attached mirror. The cat was right. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days, and her wrinkles had teamed up to play snakes and ladders on her face. Which was annoying in every single way.

      Why hadn’t she been blessed with her mother’s genes? Lissa Lavender barely had a laughter line, and she was twenty years older than Jess. Another thing that sucked about their relationship. Lissa had always told her that the creams she used weren’t worth the bottle they came in, but Jess refused to use the stuff her mother made and sold in her shop. Naturally she’d been curious but couldn’t bring herself to admit it. And now it was too late.

      “I told you—stubborn.” Came the feline voice from down the hall.

      “Stop listening to my thoughts!” Jess forced herself to take a couple of deep breaths. She was arguing with a cat. And losing.

      Snatching clean clothes from her opened bag she went across the hall to the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. It gave her a small sense of satisfaction, until she recalled last night.

      After the drama of the visitors, followed by the whole witchy reveal, her dreams had been full of the cat who owned her and resembled the Queen from Alice in Wonderland. What the heck was she going to do with him? His confidence was next level, and she didn’t think she could handle another day with the Jekyll and Hyde familiar.

      It was a lot to get her head around and she wasn’t convinced that she hadn’t gone mad. Jess stayed under the running water for a very long time before she could summon the will to wash herself with the bottles set on the shelf. She’d brought her own toiletries but left them in the case and was darned if she’d go back to the room to get them.

      The first body wash she picked up smelled like her mother, and she put that firmly back on the shelf. The second one had a smell that reminded her of the climbing rose that adorned the front fence. It was pretty and had always made her smile when it was in bloom when not much else had.

      Grabbing a cloth from the bathroom cupboard, she scrubbed hard until she felt more alive. With a towel wrapped around her, she moisturized her face. Was her skin a little brighter already? And her hazel eyes seemed greener. Jess shrugged. What if something she’d eaten was affecting her eyesight as well as her imagination? That could be an easy fix if she stayed away from all those leftovers.

      Once dried and dressed, she made her way to the kitchen where Maestro waited at his twin bowls that she’d brought with her.

      “Feel better?” he asked.

      “I do,” she admitted despite wanting to ignore him and the disappointment that washed over her that he was still talking.

      “Good. Once we’ve eaten we should discuss your talents.”

      “Talents?”

      He batted the bowl across the floor toward her. “Food first.”

      Annoyed by the demanding tone, she filled one side with water then opened a can of cat food and placed the joined dishes on the floor by the back door.

      “We also need to discuss my dietary preferences, which is the only good part of the training,” he muttered before turning his back on her to delicately lap at the food.

      That one act was reassuringly familiar.

      Jess opened the fridge and shook her head at the stacked shelves. It should be fantastic that she didn’t have to shop for food. But seriously, if she could get the whole road-kill business out of her mind and decide on what to eat three times a day, she wouldn’t make a dent in this even if she stayed a week.

      Eventually, she took out a bottle of milk and hunger made her reach for a half-eaten apple pie. Should she risk it? Stabbing the fork into it, she stared out to the back garden.

      Weeds grew among the plants. A lot of weeds. She shifted uncomfortably at the strange sight. Her mother would not have stood for it.

      “She couldn’t weed once she got sick.”

      Jess swung around, and apple pie slid from her fork to land on the floor. “Why didn’t she call me, Maestro? I should have known she wasn’t well.” Embarrassed by the plaintiveness in her voice, she grabbed a napkin and wiped up the mess.

      He’d stopped licking a paw to let it hang in mid-air. “If you recall, she did phone you several times in that last week. Lissa couldn’t bring herself to mention how ill she was and upset you. Besides, would you have come home if you knew?”

      “Of course I would I would have. If she really needed me.”

      “If?” He scoffed. “Let’s be honest. You wouldn’t have believed she did.”

      Jess swallowed hard. “Maybe not.”

      Maestro lifted his shoulders. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. The truth is that she hated to impose on you and wouldn’t have explained the situation no matter how many times the two of you conversed.”

      Conversed was an interesting way to describe their conversations, and now that she thought about it she decided it was the perfect word. Plain and without emotion. Except for annoyance. They poked each other like a bear with a stick every chance they had. “If you know so much, how come you didn’t tell me about the situation earlier?”

      “You weren’t ready to hear.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” she scoffed.

      He pursed his lips. “Witches don’t get their powers until they’re ready. I never saw an inkling of anything until a week ago.”

      She gaped at him. “And when was I supposed to be ready for such a bombshell?

      “Menopause.”

      Jess blushed. “I beg your pardon?”

      Maestro shrugged. “Every witch is slightly different, because it’s not an exact science, but the women in your family start between forty and forty-five years old. By fifty their special powers are fully developed.”

      “I’m a little young for that midlife stuff, but assuming that this is all true,” she scoffed, “what are my powers, and how come I know nothing about any of this?”

      “Like I said. You weren’t ready—a late bloomer of sorts. As for your talents? You can make potions and lotions to help—or harm.”

      “Potions and lotions!” she gasped. “No way. That was mom’s thing. I am not cooking anything that isn’t pastry. What else?”

      He shook his head. “That’s it.”

      She hated that he appeared bored. “Well, I’m telling you that’s a crock and it’s not happening.”

      He tilted his head. “You don’t think helping people is a good thing to do with your time?”

      “I have a job.”

      “Which you hate.”

      “I don’t…” she began but couldn’t continue. Maestro had been her sounding board for five years. He’d been privy to her every whine and complaint about her job as a pastry chef for a large bakery that cared little for their employees. “Okay, I hate it, but it pays the bills.”

      “So would your mother’s shop. Plus, you’d have a place to live.”

      Jess recoiled at the idea. “I own an apartment.”

      “Which has a mortgage you’re struggling with.” He waved a paw at the room. “This place is mortgage free.”

      He had a point, but it wasn’t what she wanted and he had to know that too. “I don’t want to live in a small town where everybody knows my business.”

      “No, you’d rather live in a big city where you are ignored and treated like an old lady.”

      Jess gasped again. Her cat had clearly recalled her sharing that little gem as well. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Fine. Would you mind opening the door? I have some business to attend to.”

      She wrinkled her nose and hurried to do as he asked. To be fair, he’d never made a mess inside.

      “I am glad you can recall that fact.” He sniffed and sauntered down the steps and out to the yard.
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      Her appetite gone, Jess forced the pie and milk back in the fridge. She had plenty to organize, but the urge to go outside was too strong to ignore. Fresh air would be nice after being cooped up in the house yesterday and the car the day before that, she reasoned.

      The truth was she had always loved the yard best. It was where she felt more comfortable and less visible. Her mom was always on her case and wanting to know where she was every minute.

      Down the back stairs and then exactly ten steps forward, the yard opened up before her. The flat part, where she’d played on a swing and done a bazillion cartwheels, was bare except for the long grass. Maestro wasn’t visible amongst the weeds, so she continued down to the garden on the next tier. Here there were mostly raised beds filled with familiar things as well as other plants she couldn’t identify.

      Plucking a handful of rosemary, she sniffed at her hands. It smelled better than she remembered, and a bolt of nostalgia hit her hard. How many hours had she spent planting and weeding? Maybe not nearly as many as her mother, but she’d done plenty when she wasn’t at school. She walked along the line and came back the other way then moved down to the last tier.

      “You may want to take a look nearer the fence.” Maestro’s black ear tips peeked out between the sweet pea leaves.

      “Why?”

      He didn’t answer, and the ears moved away. She shrugged and followed across the grass. The weeds were even longer and denser at this end, and paspalum stuck to her legs. This section wasn’t a garden as such, more of a walkway. Edged by fruit trees, it ended at a gate leading into the field beyond.

      “Notice anything?”

      Maestro’s persistence was frankly annoying, but she bit her tongue. Imagine if the neighbors saw or heard her arguing with a cat. She looked around her, but the lay of the land and all the trees and shrubs meant she was hidden from the view of any houses. The field was thankfully empty. Still, it wouldn’t pay to go yelling like a crazy woman. Next thing she knew she’d be carted off by men in white coats.

      “Ahem! Kindly focus, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      Was he tapping his foot at her? She shook her head at the very idea. He was a cat and clearly did not have feet. The irony of her thoughts made her snort. “Do I notice anything? How about the weeds?”

      “Anything else?”

      His disparaging tone made her sigh, but she made her way to where he sat on what looked like freshly tilled earth topped with a layer of cut grass. “Do you mean this mound you’re perched on?”

      “Well spotted. Don’t you think it looks out of place?”

      Jess sniffed at his sarcasm. “I guess it does, since the rest of the place isn’t mown. Where did the grass come from?”

      He nodded regally. “Very good. Now you’re thinking.”

      Childishly, she did warm a little at his praise. “I wonder why mom dug it up only to replace it and then add grass. Usually you’d only do that to till the soil ready for planting, and from what I can see Mom didn’t plant down here. Maybe she intended to, then changed her mind about it.”

      “Your mother didn’t do it?”

      “How do you know?”

      He actually rolled his eyes.

      “She was too sick to dig?” she ventured.

      “Bingo!”

      A prickle of discomfort ran down her back. The first she’d heard of her mother’s illness was two weeks ago. Mom phoned to ask Jess to visit and had slipped it in at the end of the conversation that she was feeling poorly. Afterward, Jess told her she couldn’t manage the trip because she was too busy at work. It wasn’t a total fabrication. Getting time off wasn’t easy even when she was owed plenty. Her boss was a total jerk.

      Besides, given their history, Jess assumed it was a way for her mother to get what she wanted. Naturally, she regretted her decision as soon as she got the call from Amy Crandle and heard that her mother had died suddenly.

      The cat watched her as she worked her way through that awful conversation.

      “Did she want to say goodbye?” The last word had a hitch in it, and Jess looked away so she didn’t have to see his recrimination. She did hear his sigh.

      “Probably that and to explain things. There was so much she should have told you that the urge to see you was very strong, and witches follow their urges and instincts—most of the time.”

      “Do you know how weird that sounds to me—how weird everything sounds right now?”

      “I assure you that I do, but we don’t have time to pander to your sensitivities. With your mother gone, your powers will increase exponentially, and you need to know how to harness them before that happens.”

      She could hear him talking but was still thinking about her mother needing her and her refusal to come home. “You’re wrong. I would have come if I’d known it was serious. Did she really not understand how sick she was?”

      He shrugged. “Unlike you, Lissa was a positive person. She had no intention of forcing you to come home and hoped she would get better.”

      That smarted. Jess was known for being a glass half-empty person, but surely that was due to her circumstances. To her childhood.

      “No, you’ve always been like that,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “Would you stop doing that!” she snapped.

      “I will be happy to get out of your head once you get your mind on what is important.”

      “Which is?”

      “Finding out who killed your mother.”

      Jess thought her eyes would pop out of her head, and her jaw fell open so far it clicked painfully. “Killed her? No one said anything about murder.”

      “That’s because the authorities don’t know,” he said far too casually.

      “How is that possible if she’s already been seen by the coroner?”

      “The man is inept.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      “He’s old and lives on the next street over. I’ve bumped into him many times over my lives, and he’s always struck me as a blundering oaf.”

      Jess closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “My head hurts really badly.”

      “Mmm. That can happen in the beginning. Synapses overload and all that.”

      “You’re not helping with all the pressure to solve mom’s murder like it’s no big thing.”

      “I never said that and I will help you a great deal once you’ve mastered some of your powers and looked at this mound.”

      He sounded sincere, which was different from the snarky tone he’d adopted since last night, and she felt compelled to go closer. “I guess you wandered around out here yesterday or last night and found this, but why is it so important when it’s just dirt and grass?”

      “Is that all it is?”

      She rolled her eyes at his mysterious tone. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”

      His eyes narrowed. “If I did that every time there’s a situation, you’d never learn a thing.”

      “I don’t intend for there to be any more situations. Once I sort out everything here, I’ll be off home.”

      “We don’t have time for this.” Maestro hissed and pawed at the earth. “Just take a look at what’s in here, will you?”

      Irked at his contrariness, she crossed her arms. “I’m not digging around in the garden when I’ve just had a shower.”

      “For pity’s sake. I will bite you if you don’t.”

      The coldness in his tone was marginally worse than the steely gaze, but neither matched the look of those gritted, sharp teeth.
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      Jess took a step back. “You’re a gentle cat. You’ve never so much as scratched me.”

      “I used to be.” With an almost casual flair he flexed every claw. “You are making me incredibly angry, and I promise you won’t like it if I lose my temper. If you use some logic you’ll recall that your mother has a spade in the shed, so there’s no need to sully your hands.”

      Jess turned toward the shed before she could stop herself. “Fine!” Hating herself for obeying his command, she stomped up the path to the shed and rattled the door. It was locked.

      “The key should be under that ceramic rain boot by the door.”

      She jumped what felt like a foot in the air. “Do you have to sneak up on me like that?”

      “It’s not done deliberately. Cats are notoriously light on their feet.”

      Clearly by the smirk, he was lying about it not being deliberate and she glared. “Then it’s a shame you talk otherwise and ruin the effect. Do you realize that you haven’t let up all morning? I’m beginning to hate the sound of your voice along with your judgmental attitude.”

      “You’re breaking my heart,” he said with no hint of remorse. “Get the key.”

      “A ‘please’ now and again wouldn’t kill you,” she grumbled and again did what he asked. The rain boot wasn’t too heavy, and underneath sat a large brass key. Jess pushed it into the shiny lock and turned it.

      Sheds were notoriously dark and cluttered. At least that was how Jess pictured it would be. Rarely admitted into her mother’s hideout, she still should have recalled that it wasn’t anything like a garden shed should be. Sunlight shone in from one multi-paned window and lit up one half of the room, which seemed bigger on the inside. Not quite Tardis like as in Dr. Who, but something strangely similar.

      The other half was darker and had wall-to-wall shelves filled with old bottles. In the middle was a long thin table adored with clean gloves, small digging tools, a tray of seedlings, and a large pot. On the left-hand side just inside the door was a rack of digging tools including a shiny spade. She plucked it from the peg and waved it at Maestro. “Happy now?”

      “Desperately.”

      Jess fumed at the sarcasm the cat had perfected to a fine art and followed him back to the dirt pile. While Maestro sat to one side, she scraped off the grass then put the edge of the spade to the dirt and dug out a little.

      “We’ll be here all day at that rate. Put your back into it.”

      She shot him a glare. “I’m not built for this kind of work. I’m a baker.”

      “Trust me, you can handle a little digging, and you’ll handle a whole lot more than this by the end of your training.”

      As much as she was annoyed with the bossy beast, she couldn’t deny that statement was intriguing. Coincidently, she did have more stamina lately when you considered her lack of sleep, which hadn’t affected her at all. Good grief, was she actually buying into all this witch malarky?

      Maestro smiled serenely.

      Wait. Cats can smile?

      He winked.

      With a rude word, she put the spade into the soft earth and pushed down with one foot. It slid in easily, and she grunted as she scooped out half a spade full and deposited it near the fence.

      “Again.”

      “Why are you ordering me around this way?”

      “Because it’s the only way to motivate you to get this done.”

      “Get what done?” Jess argued suddenly wondering why the spade looked brand new—as did the other tools in the shed.

      “Dig!”

      Startled once more, she put the spade into the earth with as much strength as she could muster, and it went all the way in up to the handle. Bracing herself for the weight of the earth, she leaned in and heaved. Spade, dirt, and Jess lifted. She fell sideways and landed on her butt while the airborne dirt and spade flew downward. The blade hit the earth, narrowly missing her. The dirt did not. She coughed and spat as she wiped her face and head the best she could with her filthy hands.

      To add insult to injury, Maestro was rolling in the grass and making a weird yowling sound. Weirder than him talking.

      “Are you laughing?” she spluttered.

      He gulped for air. “Me? Ah…no.”

      “You are!”

      “It’s just—you should see yourself. Guess you don’t know your own strength.” He wheezed, then yowled some more.

      The comment made her consider how the spade full of dirt had gone from a heavy load to being as light as a feather. “I am stronger,” she mused. “Much stronger than I used to be.”

      “No need to sound so shocked. I did warn you.”

      “You call that a warning?” She spluttered again and stood. “You could have been more a little more specific, don’t you think?”

      “Coulda, shoulda, woulda,” he snorted.

      “Is this payback for something I did to you? Because I thought I was a pretty good pet owner.”

      The grin slid from his face. “When you talk about owning me, then it is possible. However, it’s more likely down to how mean you were to your mother.”

      Jess gulped and looked away, ashamed by her negligence which she’d tried to ignore since she’d heard about her mom’s death. The truth was she’d wanted to mend their broken fences a long time ago, and there had been opportunities. She simply hadn’t known how to let go of her hurt and humiliation.

      “Self-pity won’t get this dirt dug.”

      His tone was gentler this time, and with a sigh Jess picked up the spade and tried again. Anthing was better than seeing the accusation in his eyes. This time it went better, and she got into the swing of it without even a hint of breathlessness. Considering she was a couch potato when she wasn’t slaving over making pies, Jess was impressed. Being a witch might have some cool advantages after all.

      “Keep going.”

      Though his bossiness was grating, she couldn’t seem to help herself and dug out a bigger scoop to deposit on top of the last one. After a few more, she dropped the spade. “Enough, I need a drink.” A lump of dirt rolled down the mound, and something protruded from the hole it left.

      “I believe you’re right.” Maestro padded over to inspect it. “Good job.”

      “Really? What did I uncover?” Jess leaned forward to stare, wiped her eyes, and stared some more. “Is that what I think it is—a hand?”

      “To be precise, it’s a finger,” Maestro said dryly.

      She blanched. “Do you think there’s a whole body in there?”

      “Let’s assume so, shall we? The alternative would be decidedly more gross.”

      Jess dropped to her knees then scampered back on her butt away from the claw-like finger poking out of the earth, which was still sliding gently away from around the digit. A few heat beats later a hand was revealed followed by a wrist. Sweat slide down her body and she wanted to look away but couldn’t seem to do so. Her breath came in ragged gasps and she wondered if this was how it felt to faint.

      Maestro suddenly appeared by her side. “I should have said this earlier, but keep calm.”

      “Keep calm?” she moaned. “There’s a body buried in mom’s garden.”

      He nodded. “Clearly.”

      “But how did you know it was here?”

      He sniffed disdainfully. “I could smell it, and I’m surprised you couldn’t.”

      She gasped at a sickening thought. “It’s not Mom, is it?”

      He sighed. “Think about that for a moment.”

      “No.” Jess shook her head at her stupidity while she kept an eye on the finger, which had dirty nails that looked like the owner chewed on them regularly. While the dirt could be explained, Lissa Lavender’s nails were always immaculate. “It couldn’t be Mom. If everyone knows she died, someone had to have seen a body. And then there’s the coroner.” She rounded on him. “If you knew it was here, why didn’t you tell someone?”

      “I’m telling you. Only you.”

      “I meant before now.” She blinked at his feigned patience. “Oh. No one else can hear you, can they?”

      “Not even another witch, unless I choose it.”

      Jess stared at the hand and shuddered. “I should call the police.”

      “That’s a very good idea.”

      Her head was so muddled that Jess hadn’t considered the police before that moment. She felt in her pocket for her phone while her brain scrambled to think of a way to explain how she’d made this discovery. Something that wouldn’t land her in jail or more likely a place for the unhinged.
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      Wiping her fingers on what had been clean clothes, Jess keyed in 911.

      “What is your emergency please?”

      “Hello. Ah, police, I guess. I found a body.”

      There was a slight hesitation. “Is the person alive? Do you need an ambulance?”

      Jess considered and quickly discarded the idea. “Well, they’re buried, and it doesn’t look like it was recently, so probably not.”

      There was a longer silence, which seemed completely understandable given the situation. This was followed by a couple of clicks.

      “Please confirm your name and address and where you found the body.”

      Jess did as she asked and waited some more. Maybe she really was still dreaming, and when she woke up she’d be back at her tiny apartment in Portland, and all would be right with the world once more.

      “Ms. Lavender, do you know the identity of the body?”

      “No.”

      “You’re sure you don’t recognize the person?”

      “I only uncovered fingers—sorry, a hand is visible now. To be honest, that’s enough exposure for me. Can I go back into my house? I desperately need a drink.”

      Silence followed, and behind her Maestro was making something that could be considered a chuckling sound. If he was human.

      “You may leave the immediate scene, but stay available so you can direct the police who will be there soon. Please do not touch the body or anything around it. You may hang up now.”

      Unsteadily, she got to her feet and managed to get back to the house without vomiting. Maestro came too, watching her intently from a distance.

      “You won’t faint, will you?” he asked when she reached the top step.

      “Scared I’ll fall on you?”

      He snorted. “It did cross my mind.”

      Taking a deep breath, Jess continued inside to the kitchen sink. “I’m okay for now.” She washed her hands then gulped down a glass of water while wondering how the body got there. A knock on the door made Jess lose her grip and the glass shattered at her feet.

      “Pick it up later. The police are here.”

      She didn’t ask how Maestro knew for sure and hurrying to the front door. Yanking it open she came face to chest with a police uniform and had to lean back to see the officer’s face. He stared impassively down at her then flipped out a notepad. “Ms. Lavender?”

      “That’s me.” She smiled at all that alpha male in a uniform, loving the cliche and her sudden change in fortune.

      He did not smile back. “I’m Officer Fine. You reported a body on the premises.”

      Jess thought he was indeed fine but kept that to herself. “That’s right. In the garden.”

      “May Officer Purdon and I take a look?”

      That’s when she saw another officer behind him. Much younger, he was not as tall or quite as handsome, but still impressive in his uniform. “Sure. Follow me.”

      Why do I sound so bubbly? She shook her head and led the way down the small hall, through the kitchen, and out the back door. “You probably know it’s in the garden and that I have no clue who it is. To be honest, I didn’t want to look harder than I did. He can’t have been there too long, you know, with the lack of decomposition and everything.” Jess was aware of, and apparently unable to stop, the chattering.

      “It’s a man?”

      She turned around and found herself eye level with his belt, as he was on a higher step.

      “To be honest, I’m not really sure, but he does have big hands. I guess that’s a rookie mistake—assuming things.”

      He stared at her as if she wasn’t quite right in the head, and to be fair he wasn’t wrong.

      By this time, they had reached the fence, and she pointed to the mound of dirt. “There you go. As promised.” She flinched. The lack of male interaction that wasn’t a boss or a colleague was showing in all its glory. A dose of Officer Fine in name and looks made her positively giddy. It had to be that the shock of a dead body and Maestro’s mention of her mom being murdered were contributing to her losing her mind.

      The officer knelt by the exposed hand and using his pen lifted the closest dirty finger. “It does indeed look like a male, but we’ll need to excavate for a better look and to see if he has any identification on him.”

      “Here you go.” She handed him the spade, noticing that the other officer was rather pale.

      Officer Fine gave the other man a side-eye before thrusting it into the dirt. “Call the station for assistance,” he ordered. Then he rolled up his sleeves to reveal tanned, muscular arms. Concentrating, he carefully scraped soil from the sides like an archeologist from TV.

      Maybe they liked the same shows, she mused.

      It didn’t take much effort, as once he released key areas the earth fell away to reveal a smartly dressed, if dirty, man.

      If it wasn’t for his paleness and the fact that he was as stiff as—a dead person—Jess could almost imagine him sleeping. “He’s not very tall, is he?”

      “No. Maybe 5’6”.” The officer stared at her. “You still don’t recognize him?”

      “Sorry. I haven’t lived here for years. I barely remember anyone, and certainly didn’t recognize most of the people who came by yesterday to give their condolences.”

      “Condolences?” He quickly looked away, obviously embarrassed that he’d forgotten. “Of course, your mother passed away a few days ago.”

      She heard Maestro sigh.

      “Sorry for your loss,” the officer muttered. “Though this is an odd coincidence.” His eyes widened as if he was surprised that he’d said the words aloud.

      Is the cat messing with the officer’s mind?

      “You’re telling me,” she said instead of mentioning what she was thinking. “I didn’t know my mother was that sick, and I wasn’t expecting visitors yesterday, so a body in the garden is quite frankly the last straw.”

      Don’t get hysterical.

      “I’m fine,” she almost yelled at the cat.

      Now the officer looked really worried. “I recognize him. He’s your neighbor. I mean he was your mother’s neighbor.”

      Jess peered around him to see the face again. “What’s his name?”

      “Gerald Urwin.”

      “Doesn’t ring any bells. I wonder who hated him enough to kill him.”

      The officer didn’t argue the point about it being murder. “A few people might say he wasn’t on their best friend’s list. Including your mother.”

      She gasped. “You’re not suggesting that my mother killed Mr. Urwin, are you?”

      “I didn’t know your mother that well, but I can’t imagine it. I’m just mentioning the fact since he is buried on her land.”

      “Well, yes, but that doesn’t mean much. If she was sick, anyone could have come on her property and buried him.”

      He leaned in. “If she was sick? Is there some doubt?”

      “Of course not.” This was an opening Jess hadn’t counted on and she took the opportunity. “Do you think someone killed her too?”

      “Not according to the coroner.”

      “Then I don’t understand what you’re implying. Did Mr. Urwin and my mother have a fight?”

      He looked a little sheepish. “Something like that. According to the files my partner sent to my phone on the way over, among other things, he didn’t like the smells from her baking.”

      Jess couldn’t help a wry smile. “Well, I can’t argue with that. She did make some disgusting concoctions.”

      Company is coming, Maestro announced in her head.

      They all faced back up the path as a car door slammed, then they heard voices. A minute later several people came down the pathway. Two men wheeled a gurney, and she was suddenly anxious about seeing the body dragged from the earth. “I’d appreciate you letting me know when you have more information.”

      “I can’t make any promises,” he said as he pulled out a camera and began taking photos.
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      A few minutes later she was being herded out of the way of the ambulance officers.

      “Oh, you poor dear. Come inside and I’ll make you a nice cup of tea.” Amy Crandle appeared out of the blue and took Jess’s arm to gently pull her away and back up the path.

      Since she didn’t know what else to do, Jess went with her.

      You better pull yourself together. That was a warning if ever I saw one.

      She looked down at the cat. “A warning?”

      Amy stopped in front of them. “Whatever do you mean, dear?”

      “Oh, I was saying that I really need to pull myself together.”

      Maestro nodded several times.

      “Now don’t be so hard on yourself. Come and sit down.” Amy tutted and continued into the house. “This is a massive shock on top of your mom passing away, and I don’t usually speak ill of the dead but Gerald Urwin wasn’t a nice man.”

      Jess glanced up to see if she was being serious. It looked that way. “Being killed for being unpleasant seems a little over the top.”

      “Killed?” Amy nodded slowly. “Why, I suppose he must have been. One generally doesn’t dig themselves into a pile of dirt before they drop dead. Poor Gerald. If only he hadn’t lost his manners.”

      Jess sat down at the table, staring at the woman bustling about the kitchen as if it were her own. It was more than a little odd that Amy was so accepting of Gerald being found in the garden. She gulped. Amy clearly didn’t like Gerald. That was a motive for murder, if ever she heard one.

      Sometime later, she was still nursing the cup of strong tea that had grown cold when Officer Fine arrived at the door.

      “I thought you’d like to know that Mr. Urwin has been taken away.”

      “Thank you. What did the coroner say?”

      “Even if I knew for certain, that’s not something I could share just yet.”

      “Cup of tea, Officer?”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Crandle, but if you wouldn’t mind I need a word with Ms. Lavender.”

      “Of course.” Amy nodded and stayed right where she was. “Although, there’s no reason to miss out on a cuppa, is there?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “That’s very kind of you, but I should have clarified. I need a private word. I will stop by to see you later, Mrs. Crandle. I believe you live next door.”

      Amy looked put out for a moment, and then an excited gleam hit her eyes. “Yes, that’s right. I look forward to a nice chat just as soon as you’re ready.”

      He saw Amy to the door then came back to the dining room. “I’m sure this has all been a shock, but I’d appreciate you clearing up a few things for me?”

      Jess licked her dry lips. “If I can, but I don’t know what else I can tell you. I haven’t been home to Good Fortune in years, so I don’t know who had a problem with my mother or with Mr. Urwin.”

      His eyes widened. “Why do you think the two deaths are connected?”

      She shook her head, wishing that she didn’t blurt out every thought. “I’m not saying they are, but it is pretty strange that my mother is dead and now a man who didn’t like my mother, according to Amy Crandle, is also dead and for some reason is buried in Mom's back garden.”

      “I believe your mother died of natural causes.”

      Jess frowned. “Do you really think so?”

      “As a rule, I don’t give my personal opinions, but that is what’s written on her death certificate, so it will be legitimate.”

      “I guess,” Jess muttered. She’d seen a few police procedurals on television and wasn’t convinced that everything was as it seemed.

      He gave her a side-eye. “Why did you dig up the body?”

      She grimaced. “I guess that might seem odd, and it wasn’t my intention. I honestly had no idea there was a body there until I uncovered a finger.”

      “I imagine you have a lot to organize. Why dig in the garden at all at such a time?”

      Jess was stunned. She looked for Maestro, who was nonchalantly patting the tassels on a table runner in the hall. It was hardly great timing for the cat to ignore her. “That is true about having a lot to do. I guess I got overwhelmed and needed time out after yesterday.”

      “What happened yesterday?”

      “I’d just arrived and suddenly the house was full of people I don’t know bombarding me with questions. They wouldn’t leave, she complained. “Anyway, this morning I saw the state of Mom’s garden and thought a bit of weeding would be good therapy.” She glared at the cat. “I really wish I hadn’t bothered.”

      Officer Fine gave her a penetrating look. “Then Mr. Urwin might never have been found.”

      “Um, I guess that wouldn’t be good. Has no one enquired about where he’s been—for however long he’s been buried?”

      Officer fine pursed his lips for a moment. “He lived alone.”

      “That is sad,” she said, meaning it.

      “Indeed.” He pulled out  pad and a pen. “I need your home address.”

      “What for?”

      “It’s just protocol.”

      A shiver of fear trailed up her back. “That seems an odd request. Unless Mr. Urwin was killed in the last forty-eight hours, I couldn’t possibly be a suspect.”

      “That’s not the purpose of my question. If you leave and we need to ask you more questions, we’ll need to know how to contact you.”

      “Wouldn’t taking my phone number be better.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Is there a reason you don’t want to give your address?”

      Jess shrugged, painfully aware she had no plausible excuse. “I’m just a private person.”

      He tapped his pen on his pad. “You do know that I can find out quite easily.”

      What was it about him that made her want to keep her life a secret?

      You’re ashamed of it. You know you could have done more, but you were lazy and wanted to do the opposite of anything your mother suggested.

      “Fine!”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Oops. No pun intended.” Jess reddened then quickly rattled off her address, glaring at the smirking cat. He knew exactly what he was doing, and she wasn’t impressed.

      Officer Fine caught her eye. “Is everything okay?”

      “Do you mean apart from my mom dying and finding a body in the garden?”

      He winced. “Fair enough. It’s not easy to deal with one thing let alone two of that magnitude. You should know that if you need it there are people qualified and ready to help with all kinds of trauma.”

      She smiled tightly. “I think I just need some time to get my head around everything before I start sorting out the arrangements as well as my mother’s things. Keeping busy always helps to keep the demons at bay.”

      Maestro coughed and looked away.

      Officer Fine gave her a final searching look and stood. “If you change your mind about needing help, here’s my card. And please stay out of the garden until we finish our investigation.”

      “I will, and thank you for being so kind.” She ushered him to the front door and shut it hastily behind him then threw herself on the sofa face down.

      “There’s no time for a nervous breakdown. People need you.”

      She turned her head to face the annoying talking feline, she thought she’d known until yesterday. “Go away. I don’t need you, and I don’t need people.”

      “Sure. And while you’re at it, let’s pretend you aren’t a witch and I’m not a familiar.”

      She blew a lump of hair out of her eyes. “Is that possible long term?”

      He smirked. “Not even short term. Now, stop wallowing and get down to the your mother’s store so you can check on things.”

      She groaned. “What kind of things?”

      He avoided her eyes. “Things that are growing, steeping, and need adjusting.”

      “I’ll be useless for any of that because I know nothing about Mom’s potions.”

      He tapped one paw on the wooden floor, his nails clicking. “We both know that’s not true. You studied with your mother since you were little more than a toddler. By the time you left you had all the rudimentary concepts of potion making instilled in you.”

      “Then I left town and promptly forgot everything,” she told him mutinously. “Plus, there’s certainly no hurry for me to go there when I’m just going to chuck it all down the sink.”

      He stiffened. “No, you won’t. People
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