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      Magical mind control

      

      Lina accidentally gave a batch of her fudge an extra wallop. Anyone who eats it becomes suggestible. Very suggestible.

      Is it mind control?

      First a nun robs a liquor store, then a kindergarten teacher punches a pedestrian. The International Criminal Witch Police are certain Lina’s fudge is to blame. When a third crime demonstrates an escalating pattern of violence, Lina is terrified a fourth offense will end with murder.

      Does the mastermind behind the crimes have a twisted sense of humor, or is there a more sinister connection behind the improbable crimes?

      Join Lina as she cleans up the last (she hopes!) of her cursed candy messes and tracks down a potential killer.
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      “Lina, meet Magic Beans’ new barista.” Bastian indicated the lanky man behind the counter.

      I scrutinized the new addition. He was tall, lean, possibly early thirties, with light brown hair in a bun. But those details were unimportant. I waited for him to make eye contact. When he did, I didn’t spot any lurking vengeance in his soft brown gaze.

      But it never hurt to ask. “You’re not secretly a murderer, are you?”

      His eyes widened, and he shot Bastian a panicked look.

      Bastian’s lips twitched. “And you wonder why we can’t keep staff? Quit harassing Boris. He only started yesterday, and he’s been in Boise less than a week.”

      “What happened to Jami?” Jami hadn’t been the epitome of all things perfect when it came to baristas, but she’d been a solid addition to the coffee shop. Didn’t quite have the much coveted “feel” for coffee, but she’d brewed a decent light roast and remembered my milk choice. Macadamia nut with my morning coffee, because yum, and a dollop of cream with my afternoon espresso, because delish.

      “Quit to…” He muttered something almost unintelligible.

      “Did you say join the circus?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Yes. As unlikely as that might seem. I’m supposed to tell anyone who asks that it’s a nontraditional circus focusing on performance art, and no animals are used.”

      “Uh, okay.” I snorted. “You lost a barista to the circus. You guys really do have a staffing problem. You should use your revolving door as a hiring gimmick. Ready for your life to move in a whole new direction? Join Magic Beans! We may not have the perfect position for you, but you’re sure to find it when you leave us.”

      “Not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny.”

      “I can always ask Sabrina to come back.” He cocked an eyebrow.

      Even in jest, that thought created a twinge of discomfort. Sabrina used to work full-time for Magic Beans, but recently she’d joined me at Sticky Tricky Treats as a junior partner/sales assistant and only worked as the occasional fill-in at Magic Beans.

      She liked Sticky Tricky Treats, the schedule and the work, so I didn’t anticipate her leaving anytime soon. Also, I suspected she had a teensy crush on our temporary addition. My cousin Bryson’s recent hockey injury had him on crutches, but he’d been regularly lending a hand at the register during peak hours…and Sabrina happened to be showing up for those same peak hours even if she wasn’t scheduled.

      But regardless of Sabrina’s various motivations to stay, I was in the midst of my busiest month. I owned a Halloween-themed candy shop, and it was October. “You win. Not funny, and I’m very, very sad about your revolving door of baristas.”

      “Better.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Aren’t we on a date? Shouldn’t you be trying to impress me?”

      He grinned. “This is the pre-date. I’m saving my best conversational skills for dinner.”

      Bastian and I had gone out a few times over the last week and a half. Today was Wednesday, just a few days before Halloween, and we were both enjoying the peaceful interlude we’d been granted. Not on the business front, but the criminal one. Boise had been free of murderous plots and misbehaving criminals, and it had been heavenly. The universe (specifically the local witchy lawbreakers) had allowed us time to squeeze in a few low-key dates between both our busy work schedules.

      It’s funny how events will change one’s perspective. I considered the absence of demons and vengeful witches the equivalent of blissful low drama these days.

      Having my cousin Bryson in town had been a blessing. (He claimed knee rehab could happen as easily here as in Austin, though I had suspicions of a secret motivation.) He was happy to help at STT, which meant I could occasionally sneak away early, like for tonight’s late dinner date.

      Getting to know Bastian under less stressful circumstances had felt like a luxury after the, ah, hectic circumstances surrounding our introduction. Except I had a feeling that we were in the calm before the storm.

      Since I’d spent every last minute that I wasn’t minding the shop either making candy or with Bastian pursuing my belated witch training, I knew better than to ignore that feeling.

      “You have that look.” Bastian accepted the plain black coffee Boris handed him and my evening caffeine preference, espresso with a dollop of cream. He tipped his head in the direction of his office. “Let’s talk.”

      Turned out, my intuition was spot-on, though not interested in giving me much of a head start. As we walked into Bastian’s office, Miles flew through the back door. “I have news.”

      I sank into my favorite spot on Bastian’s sofa. Sitting would be best; I could already tell.

      “I think I found a connection between two crimes.” He was panting, but not terribly. With prodding, he’d started running with Bastian recently. It was one, probably his only, attempt to offset the hours he spent behind his desk as the local International Criminal Witch Police research and transport expert. “A magical connection.”

      “You ran here?” It was obvious he had, but I had to ask. If it was so pressing, why hadn’t he just called?

      “Um, yeah. Faster than driving. Bastian has his ringer turned off. Was hoping to catch him before you guys went to dinner.”

      Surprised, I turned to Bastian. “Your ringer is off?”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Yours isn’t?”

      I couldn’t help a small smile. He could be really sweet. And it was the small things, like not letting work disturb our scheduled date, that I appreciated the most. “I turned my ‘do not disturb’ on, but I’m not the lead ICWP detective.”

      “Sabrina’s available. I double-checked when we arranged our date.” He flicked a glance at Miles.

      It was a good guess that he’d told Miles to call Sabrina if there was trouble, but I couldn’t blame Miles. He’d worked with Bastian for years, and I knew for a fact that Bastian hadn’t had much of a personal life before I came along. It was probably hard for Miles to change habits after so long.

      I reached my hand out. He was still standing in the middle of the office, so he only had to take a single step to grasp my fingers. I tugged, trying to pull him into the seat next to mine.

      With a quick grin, he settled next to me on the sofa and draped his arm behind me. Then he was all business. “What crimes? And how are they magically connected?”

      “A nun robbed a liquor store, and a kindergarten teacher punched a pedestrian.”

      I stared at him. “Is that supposed to be the beginning of a joke? A really terrible joke?”

      His breath was almost back to normal, a much-improved recovery rate over the last mad dash to Magic Beans I’d witnessed. “Joke? No. I’m totally serious. But it was their improbability that tipped me off.”

      “A nun, not a person wearing a nun costume?” Bastian asked.

      “No, real nun. Real kindergarten teacher. A local reporter saw dollar signs with the headline possibilities, which is how it came to my attention.”

      “And you did some digging,” Bastian said.

      “You know it, boss, and I found some unusual similarities in the cases. Both the nun and the teacher claim to have no memory of their illegal acts. They also seem confused about the crimes themselves. The teacher doesn’t have a history of violence.”

      “And the nun no regular habit of theft.” Bastian looked at me.

      I knew it. I’d had the feeling that a storm was coming, and this was it. “It’s my fudge.”

      Bastian replied, “It’s possible.”

      Miles winced. “Yeah, I’m sorry, Lina. After you and Bastian told me, I’ve had an eye out. These crimes were so unlikely, and then when I looked at the facts, they fit with your missing fudge.”

      My missing mind-control fudge.

      When I’d first learned of the latest in a series of magic candy mistakes, I’d immediately alerted Bastian and my great-aunt. Bastian was head of the local witch police force and my great-aunt was my magical mentor.

      We’d put our heads together and tried to track the candy. We’d even used Bastian’s magical navigation app. I guess it wasn’t a huge surprise when it failed. The thing hadn’t alerted us to the fact that there were three demons in town instead of one when Bastian had been tracking the bloodsuckers on our last case.

      Great-Aunt Sophia had still been impressed by Bastian’s ability to combine magic and technology, a wizardly trick she claimed no witch could master half so well.

      I, on the other hand, just wanted my fudge back. Or destroyed. Either way, so long as it wasn’t being used by evil-minded witches. What was with the witchy community? They bumped into a little raw magic and automatically started plotting evil deeds. It was disheartening to think that was the world I lived in now.

      “You have that sad unicorn look right now.” Miles frowned. “I thought you’d be happy that I found it. That’s good news, right? And no one’s dead.”

      He said it with such enthusiasm, as if the absence of murder were as great a treat as a large bag of Holland mints. A lack of homicide shouldn’t be a bonus. It should be the norm.

      But I needed to throw the guy a bone. He looked pretty disappointed that I wasn’t happier over his find. “You’ve done a great job, Miles. Thank you.”

      “But…?”

      “Let’s say my fudge was used. Did the teacher lose her job? Is the nun going to jail?” I could see the light of understanding flickering in his eyes. Poor guy.

      His job was mostly about solving the puzzle. It made him a great researcher, and he loved that part of working with ICWP. Also, he wasn’t without empathy. Miles was a really great guy. But the plight of the nonmagical victims of witchy shenanigans, even those that didn’t involve murder, wasn’t his first thought. Likely, not his second or even third.

      “Wow, that really sucks.” He rubbed his scruffy jaw. “If they’re innocent, I mean.”

      “Exactly.” And now he got it. “Do I really look like a sad unicorn?”

      Miles and Bastian both made affirmative noises.

      Bastian squeezed my shoulder. “Only when you’re disappointed by the witch world.”

      “There’s a lot to be disappointed about.” I got a glimpse of what a sad unicorn might look like, because Miles was doing an excellent impression, except he seemed more puppy than unicorn to me. “Not that there aren’t wonderful things—wonderful people—as well. It’s merely the ratio of good to bad that I’m struggling with right now.”

      “Ah. You’ve been exposed to a disproportionate amount of criminality due to your, ah—” Miles frowned, as if trying to find just the right word.

      “Circumstances,” Bastian provided.

      “My circumstances? You mean all the cursed candy I unleashed on the local populace?”

      Miles shrugged, because that was exactly what he meant.

      Bastian glanced at the chunky watch on his wrist. “If that’s all you have, we have a dinner date I’d like to get started.”

      Miles’s mouth opened. Then closed. He blinked. “You can’t go on a date now. We have a lead.”

      After a quick squeeze of my neck (which felt heavenly because I tended to carry a lot of tension there), Bastian withdrew his arm from behind me on the sofa and leaned forward. Giving Miles all of his attention, he said, “If you were leading this investigation, what would you do next?”

      “Interview the victims. Um, I mean the perpetrators of the crimes, who are also quite possibly the victims of magical suggestion.” He shook his head and made a frustrated sound. “I’d interview the nun and the teacher. It’s really confusing when the people committing the crimes aren’t the criminals.”

      “You’d interview the nun and the teacher.” Bastian raised his eyebrows. “Who are both nonmagical. At seven o’clock on a Wednesday evening. Where are they?”

      Miles blinked again. “The teacher’s still in custody, though she should be out shortly. She just gave the guy a black eye. And the nun’s already been let out. She didn’t even have a weapon. Honestly, I’m not sure exactly how she managed to rob the store. The prosecution’s best bet would be for her to confess and then take a plea deal. What with her being a nun and all, you’d think that was a no-brainer, but if she doesn’t remember committing the crime, she’d hardly confess to ease the burden of her guilt.”

      Actually, that was an interesting point. And if the nun was claiming memory loss, why hadn’t the cops put that together with the kindergarten teacher claiming the same?

      “We can’t interview the teacher until she’s released,” Bastian explained patiently. “And I doubt a nun, or any nonmagical person who’s likely been swamped by media attention due to the nature of the crime, would be receptive to a visit from strangers at this time of day.”

      Miles chewed on his lower lip. “I should come up with an interview strategy for both of them.” When Bastian nodded, he continued. “And continue my research to see if there is any link between the two victims. I mean, a connection between the nun and the teacher.”

      “And also the victims of the crimes. Liquor stores are state-owned in Idaho, but look at the cashier.”

      “Right,” Miles agreed. “I know that. And you’ll—”

      “Go on my date with my girlfriend, because there’s nothing else she and I can do right now.”

      I grinned at their conversation. First, because it was cute. Also, because Bastian usually just told Miles what to do; this time he’d let him work some of the details out himself. But mostly because Bastian had called me his girlfriend.

      That was new. And adorable. We’d had the exclusivity conversation, so it wasn’t presumptuous on his part. But he’d never actually said the word “girlfriend.”

      I really liked hearing him say it out loud, to other people. Well, Miles, but he still counted.

      And while girlfriend seemed a little youthful for a couple our age, it did designate us as a couple, so color me happy.

      “What’s got you suddenly in such a great mood?” he asked. Miles had already planted himself behind Bastian’s desk and begun to type on his computer at a freakishly fast pace.

      “You. Our date.”

      And that seemed to satisfy him. More than satisfy him, actually, since he grinned then kissed me.

      “Get a room, people,” Miles said without a break in his rapid typing.
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      Bastian and I had a lovely date.

      I didn’t think it would be possible but that was the magic of Bastian. He knew I’d needed a pick-me-up, and he’d made sure to deliver. He was lighthearted and entertaining all evening long, keeping my focus firmly planted in the moment.

      Who would have thought my serious (sometimes outright grumpy) guy could be so fun? Not me when I’d first met him. Then again, he did arrest me shortly after he introduced himself.

      And, shockingly, I’d slept well last night. The worries of a new investigation barely touched me. I’d woken energized and ready to tackle the day: my prework witch training, opening the store, and even a full day of customers at the shop.

      “You’re looking awfully self-satisfied for a witch who’s not managed a single successful scrying attempt.” Great-Aunt Sophia grinned at me and handed me a cup of coffee, thereby removing any of the bite from her words. “Thinking about a certain hot wizard? You did get in awfully late last night.”

      I held up a hand in the clearest version of “stop, go no further” that I could manage, because I was not speaking about my extracurricular activities with my great-aunt. Neither the existence nor lack thereof. I was happy to keep that particular part of my life a complete mystery from her. Also, I wasn’t thrilled that she still called him a hot wizard. It wasn’t quite so bad as my mom commenting on my boyfriend’s appearance—which she would only do in the most general sense—but it was still weird.

      I looked down at the paper map of Idaho spread out on my kitchen table. It covered almost the entire surface. Great-Aunt Sophia had grumbled, but I’d reminded her that a small house meant some concessions, such as a small kitchen table. Not all of us wanted to live in a monstrous house with more maintenance than any five people could keep up with.

      “Maybe this just isn’t a type of magic I have any affinity for.” A legitimate concern. Every witch, theoretically, could perform the basics: scrying, short-distance transport, simple potions (including hex mixes used in protection circles), basically all the witchy magical things but at a basic level. But in addition to these basics, every family of witches had their own specialties. Magic that could be traced through bloodlines.

      It didn’t always run true, but frequently did. My family had solid intuition. Nothing fancy, but as far as inherited skills went, I’d take it. Mine had come in handy, what with all the murder investigations I’d been involved with lately.

      “Pshaw. Nonsense. Scrying the present is one of the basic skills. Predictive capabilities are rare, but this you should be able to manage with a little focus and training.” With a twinkle in her eye, she added, “Focus that seems to be lacking this morning.”

      Which was a problem. This was our first opportunity to scry for the fudge. It seemed that scrying for one’s own magic was possible when the magic was actively being used. Granted, it required a trained witch, which I wasn’t. Great-Aunt Sophia was convinced that I could manage it, but even with her confidence behind me, I was beginning to have doubts.

      We’d been trying for about half an hour. Some of the glow and a lot of the motivation I’d woken with was fading away. Thirty minutes might not seem like much, but when your mentor was hanging over your shoulder and acting as if she expected a result at any moment, it was a long time.

      “Maybe my fudge isn’t behind the crimes.”

      “Maybe, but I suspect it is.” Great-Aunt Sophia picked up the small clear glass jar of water that I’d been using to “peep” into locations on the map.

      Who knew those squat little mason jars with the wide mouths could be tools for magical acts? Not me. Add tap water, place on top of a map, and bam—peep distant locations.

      Except with me at the wheel, there’d been no peeping. No scrying. No seeing of any kind. No pings of magical anything.

      From what Great-Aunt Sophia said, the traces of my magic I was hunting should be hard to miss.

      She returned with the jar and set it down on the map. “Try again.”

      I braced my hands on the edge of the table and hovered over the jar so that I was gazing directly down and through it. I could still easily see the map beneath, except this time the water held a slight yellowish tinge.

      The scent of high-quality vanilla filled my nose. “Did you put Madagascar vanilla extract in my scrying water?”

      “Spur-of-the-moment decision. Go with it.”

      I shook my head, because that was weird. Vanilla wasn’t on the list of magical woo-woo herbs that I was supposed to be learning about in my nonexistent free time.

      And then the alarm on my phone went off. The one warning me that I needed to leave for the shop in fifteen minutes if I wanted to open Sticky Tricky Treats promptly this morning.

      “Ignore it. You have time.” Great Aunt Sophia rubbed my back between my shoulder blades. “Go on.”

      With a final pat to my back, she stepped back and let me get to it.

      Once again, I hovered directly over the jar. I inhaled the scent of vanilla, not because I thought it would help me focus, just because I loved the smell of vanilla. I was a candymaker. Of course I loved the scent of vanilla. And chocolate and butter and caramelized sugar and…well, food in general, if I was being honest. I might make candy, but I enjoyed the salty and savory worlds of flavor almost as much as the sweet.

      With the sweet, rich scent filling my nose, I moved the jar over the Boise section of the map. One pass starting in the northeast corner and moving to the northwest, then another slightly south of there that I moved the opposite direction.

      Lights happened. Sparkly, glowing lights. Southeast Boise lit up like a magic show.

      “Oh, excellent! Well done, Lina.” Great-Aunt Sophia whipped the large map off the table and replaced it with a map of Boise. This one didn’t have the outlying towns on it, which is why we’d used the larger map to start.

      I placed the jar over the far southeast corner of the map, but nothing.

      From southeast to southwest and then moving north, still no hit. Then I leaned over the jar and inhaled deeply. With the sweet, rich scent of expensive vanilla filling my nose, I tried again. And this time, the water in the jar shimmered briefly and then once again, nothing.

      “Hmph.” Great-Aunt Sophia’s expression of dissatisfaction seemed to be focused on the map, not the water or me.

      “What does that mean?” I looked at the yellowish water again.

      Any hint of glow was well and truly gone, and I had to wonder if I’d imagined the brief radiance of the water. It had been much more subtle than the fireworks display on the first map.

      “A successful scrying attempt, but I believe we’ve missed the window for any further attempts to pinpoint your fudge-stealing witch’s location.”

      With a glance at the clock, I calculated seven minutes before I’d be officially late. Sabrina didn’t do mornings at the candy shop if she could avoid it, and Bryson was either working out or doing rehab this morning. I didn’t really understand the difference since they both seemed to involve weights and physical activity, but either way his mornings were spent getting and keeping himself healthy and not at Sticky Tricky Treats.

      “I need to leave soon. I can tell Bastian there was a hit in southeast Boise, yes?”

      “Hmm. Let me chat with him. You focus on work this morning.”

      “Thanks, Great-Aunt Sophia.”

      It was only as I sipped lukewarm coffee from my travel mug on the way to STT that I wondered why my great-aunt had been so quick to assume the task of updating Bastian.

      When I arrived at STT, I discovered I wasn’t the first one in. Sabrina, a self-professed morning hater, opened the door for me.

      She was hovering just inside and yanked it open with a flourish. “Boris is a spy. I thought I should tell you in person, in case you’d already formed an attachment and needed to be consoled.”

      “What? An attachment? Who’s Boris? Wait…a spy?” I held up my hand. “Don’t answer any of those questions. Let me get a second cup of coffee and then we can talk.”

      A bright-eyed, talkative Sabrina was a little terrifying at nine o’clock in the morning.

      We had an hour before the store opened. I usually needed that time to straighten the shelves, check online orders, and mentally prepare to be as nice as humanly possible to every soul who entered my shop. Since that could include cranky teens, overworked moms, and agitated significant others, I set aside fifteen minutes before opening to listen to my nineties’ angry women playlist. It was my yoga, my meditation, a means to getting to my happy place. To each their own, I’d told Bryson when he’d complained. Also, who complained about 4 Non Blondes? And was he even my cousin?

      No coffee I brewed in my professional kitchen was half as good as Magic Beans, so I’d recently stopped trying. I relied on pods in my office for my fix when I didn’t have time to pick up a cup on my way in.

      After I’d popped a pod into the machine in my office, refilled my travel mug, and topped off my mediocre brew with macadamia milk, I was ready to hear what Sabrina had to say.

      I turned to my impatient junior partner. “Go.”

      She ticked her answers off on her fingers, starting with her pinky. “You form an attachment to every new barista and cry salty tears of sadness when they inevitably leave.”

      An odd way to sum up my relationship with Magic Beans’ baristas, but not entirely untrue. I didn’t actually cry, but metaphorically? I’d give her that, so I nodded. That also explained who Boris was. With the context she’d now provided, it was easy to place him as the new barista at Magic Beans. The one I’d met last night.

      “Boris is the new guy. Just got off the plane from Germany about two seconds ago, landed in Boise with no explanation as to how a town in Idaho became his end destination.” She ticked her ring finger as she gave me an expectant look.

      She could expect all she liked. I hadn’t a clue where she was going with this.

      Ticking her middle finger, she said, “And he’s a spy for Bastian’s nan, of course. Who else?”

      I sipped my coffee and considered her various points. “This required an early morning meeting.”

      “Well, yeah. I didn’t want your delicate unicorn spirit crushed when you found out some other way.”

      To which I cocked my head in overt disbelief. My delicate unicorn spirit? Clearly she’d been gossiping with Miles. And hadn’t she mentioned something earlier about being here to console me?

      If ever there was a sign that shenanigans were afoot, then Sabrina being prepared to “console me” over bad news was the equivalent of the neon version with flashing lights.

      “Fine. I admit it. I’m worried.” She caved and rolled her eyes. “I’m trying to be proactive here. You know, avert disaster rather than clean up the resulting mess? Bastian hired this guy. He had to know he was working for his nan. Why would he hire him? I really thought he had more of a clue than that.”

      Then…she nibbled her lip. It was one of her tells, not that I needed it at this point. Everything about her behavior indicated a pretty high level of concern, even beyond her actually admitting out loud that she was worried.

      Whether the focal point of her concern was Bastian, Magic Beans, or my and Bastian’s newly minted relationship, I didn’t know.

      As to why Bastian hired Boris… “Is Boris a decent barista?

      She glared. “Yes.”

      “Well, that’s why he hired him. You know he has a staffing issue. Magic Beans’ revolving door of baristas can’t be easy to keep up with.”

      “But a spy.”

      “Who’s going to tell his nan what? That Bastian spends his days selling coffee and catching criminals? So what. She has to already know that.” Sure, I was oversimplifying, but I really didn’t see the problem. Well, no problem other than the obvious: I was dating a guy with a grandmother who thought it was okay to spy on her grandkids.

      “Clearly she’s sent him here to spy on you. You know, you and Bastian. Maybe even to break you guys up.” She looked pretty concerned about it. Genuine emotion, openly displayed—wow. At least I knew exactly what had her hackles up: she was worried about my relationship with Bastian. It was sweet.

      Except there was a pretty big
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