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      Mid-March in Brookhaven came faster than I'd expected. After the drama of Halloween, I think we were all grateful that the winter had seen very little in the way of town upheaval. There had been no mysteries to solve, no ghosts to chase or banish. Just quiet with the warmth of a nice fire and a hot cup of coffee.

      "You look lost in thought," Tania noted as she joined me in the backyard of the B&B. The morning was unseasonably warm, so I sat in one of the chairs wrapped in a light shawl.

      "Just thinking about how nice things have been the last few months," I answered, shifting position and pulling my knees up to my chest. My empty coffee mug perched on the arm of the chair forgotten.

      My landlady smiled and sat beside me. I didn't need to be an empath to see that she was lighter since her ordeal. Being possessed had somehow helped her come to terms with being abducted by a deranged vampire trying to save his father who never thought he was good enough. I was happy to have my friend back.

      "I can't say I've minded the calm," she agreed and sipped from her own mug.

      "It finally feels like everything, and everyone is back to normal," I said with a sigh. "Or at least this town's version of normal."

      She laughed. "With this place so full of magic, it is hard to think of anything as mundane."

      Sometimes I still found it hard to believe I'd called Brookhaven my home for over a year and a half. Time had flown by and yet so much had changed. I was a proper witch now and had found people who accepted me. I'd discovered family, who I could lean on and found love where I never expected it would bloom. Brookhaven was absolutely where I was meant to put down roots and thrive.

      "Oh, I wanted to tell you we have some guests coming to stay for a couple of weeks," Tania noted after an amiable silence.

      "That's grand," I said, sitting up and narrowly avoiding knocking my mug to the ground. A few blades of grass reacted to my sudden move, elongating without me intending to elicit the reaction. They wove together and buttressed the underside of the chair’s arm, keeping the cup immobile.

      "It’ll be good to have some more faces around the dinner table," Tania said, not looking at me. "Things may get a little chaotic though."

      "Don't worry about me. If things get too crazy, I'm sure I can crash at Maggie's for a few days."

      I glanced over my shoulder and through the kitchen window. I could just make out the translucent outline of Sam inside, the B&B's resident ghost. While everyone else was relieved that the drama with the Hayes' ancestors had come to a close, none of us were happier than Sam. He hadn't said anything, but I knew he'd harbored some jealousy since those spirits had been able to possess living bodies and taste life one last time. All because they'd possessed magic in life, and he'd been mundane.

      "Sam isn't going to be happy about company," I pointed out.

      Tania gave a dismissive wave. "He can cope. We all know he doesn't want anything to happen to this place. So, having business pick up is in everyone's best interests." After a moment she added, "But Beau might like a little peace and quiet."

      "I'll ask Maggie if he can stay with her then."

      "Gracias."

      My phone beeped and I checked it to see the reminder that I needed to head to work. "I'll see you for dinner."

      I carried my mug inside and after rinsing it, set it on the drying rack. Sam still hovered in the middle of the kitchen table, staring at the backyard.

      "You doing okay, mate?" I called, plucking the car keys from their spot on the rack by the fridge.

      "She told you we're having company?"

      "She did. And that's a good thing."

      "I know. I just, uh ... got used to it just being the four of us around here."

      "Well, you're going to have to share your space. Just try not to be too obnoxious while they're around. We need customers to want to come back and bring all their friends."

      He spun and floated out of the table before giving me an eye roll. "I will be on my best behavior." He held up his hands in what I assumed was a Scout salute before the gesture shifted into something much less family friendly.

      "I'll see you later."

      I made the short drive from the B&B up Main Street to High Time and found the employee lot unusually full for this early in the morning. I walked inside through an already bustling kitchen and into the locker area when I spotted Thomas, one of the cooks, tying up his dreadlocks.

      "Did I forget about a staff meeting or something?" I asked as I stowed my bag in my locker.

      "Sage has that meeting with the investor guy today. She wanted to have samples of everything available."

      I stared at my co-worker for a minute in confusion. Investor? After a moment, it hit me. Sage had mentioned something about being approached by someone who wanted to expand High Time's reach beyond Brookhaven.

      "Then I better make sure our best plants are ready," I said.

      He smiled at me. "Sorry, still feels weird sometimes to know you can literally make them grow."

      "Believe me, some days it feels just as strange to me, too."

      He donned his apron and hurried off into the kitchen, leaving me standing in the space alone. I ought to wish Sage good luck, but the office was empty when I stuck my head inside. Making my way into the growth room, I felt a sense of peace wash over me. This is where I'd been cultivating my skills, no pun intended. I'd managed to create something resembling a system with the plants. The far-left wall housed the most mature plants—arranged by strain, along with notes about what sort of edibles they worked best in. The plants that hadn't quite reached maturity were arranged on the wall abutting the front of the shop. And on the third wall were the tiny seedlings, just starting to pop out of their pots.

      "Right you lot, we need to put our best foot forward today."

      I pulled a stool over in front of the rows of adolescent plants. I was starting to get pretty good at coaxing plants to produce some extra leaves in a matter of hours. However, there was no way I could get seedlings to that point before Sage's new potential benefactor arrived.

      "Oh, hey, Darcy." Sage's voice came from the doorway that separated the front of the shop from the growth room.

      My boss wore a dark grey suit with a light blue blouse that complimented her eyes. She'd chosen black-framed glasses. Sage looked the part of a savvy businesswoman who'd filled a niche in her small town.

      "Good luck today," I offered as I sunk the fingers of my left hand into the dirt of the pot in front of me. My fingers found the tender stem within and urged it to grow just a little taller.

      Sage watched as the plant's leaves spread a little wider, soaking up the light from the grow lamps overhead. She smiled, although it didn't quite reach her eyes. I pulled my fingers from the dirt, brushing the remnants of soil off on the hem of my shirt.

      "Something wrong?"

      Sage adjusted her glasses. "I'm not sure if wrong is the right word for it. Nervous, maybe? I can't help but worry that we've been so successful because of the amazing things you've been able to do. Part of what has improved our bottom line is the quality of what we're able to produce. And that’s got a lot to do with you, Darcy."

      "You aren't planning to ship me off, are you?"

      "God no. You're staying put if I have anything to say about it."

      I picked up on her unspoken worry. "But you think this new investor may be disappointed if they can't replicate what you're doing here?"

      She nodded. "I don't know why I even agreed to this meeting. I'm happy just serving our little corner of the world, you know?"

      "Is it a done deal with this investor?"

      "Nothing's been signed yet. That's why we're meeting today. And he wants a tour of our operation to get a better sense of what the needs of other locations might be. But he’s already said he has a few locations scouted that would work well. He sounded really confident that this could take off."

      "Well, if it doesn't feel right after you've done all that, you don't have to say yes."

      "You're right." She straightened her suit jacket. "But I'm going to keep an open mind. I mean, this could be good for all of us."

      "Let me know if I can help at all."

      "Just keep those plants happy and healthy."

      I gave her a salute and watched her retreat to the front of the shop. I settled into my usual routine of tending to each plant in turn. Once I was satisfied the older plants were in as good a shape as they could be, I turned my attention to the seedlings. I could feel the potential wafting from their pots from across the room. I couldn't quite explain it, but a sense of pride welled up within me as I studied each pot.

      "You're going to do good things," I whispered to the still air.

      Not thirty seconds later, my phone buzzed with an incoming call. Maggie's face flashed on the screen, and I quickly accepted the call.

      "Hey you," I greeted.

      "Hi, is now a bad time?"

      "No. Just hanging with the plants while Sage gets ready to meet with an investor to talk about expanding the business."

      "Do you think you'll be free for lunch?"

      "For you, I think I can make that work."

      The line went quiet for a moment. "As much as I'd love a romantic lunch with my girlfriend, it might be a little awkward. Vinnie came by the clinic this morning and asked if you and me could meet him at Ginny's at noon."

      "Is something wrong?"

      "I didn't get the sense that anything was wrong. But I could feel the nerves coming off him in waves. No empath ability needed."

      Of everyone, Vinnie had been hit the hardest by the possession at Halloween. None of us had known he came from a magical family. Not until he'd admitted it after getting a taste of what he'd never had. The usually chipper deputy had been far more somber and withdrawn over the last few months.

      "I will meet you both there."

      "See you in a few hours; and give my best to Sage."

      "Will do."

      I ended the call just as I picked up the sound of voices from the front of the shop. Sage's was familiar, but the other, a tenor wasn't recognizable. It had to be the investor. I quickly stowed my phone and positioned myself by the seedlings.

      "Come on now, perk up a bit. We've got someone to impress," I whispered as I pressed the tip of my right index finger to each tiny stalk.

      "As you can see, we offer a wide variety of products, both recreational and medicinal," Sage's voice came through the now open doorway. "And through here you'll see the growing operation.”

      I pivoted to find a man with a deep tan and bottle blond hair follow Sage into the space. He wore navy blue trousers and a white button-down shirt. His bright green eyes caught me off guard. They were nearly the same shade as the plants I was tending. I watched as he took in the space, undoing the top button on his collar and rolling up his sleeves in response to the sudden shift in warmth and humidity.

      "The temperature is closely controlled to maximize plant growth," Sage explained as she rounded the tables and stood beside me. "Darcy tends our crops from planting through harvesting."

      "You have only one person for that?" His voice carried a clear hint of disbelief that accentuated his Aussie accent.

      "Darcy's got something of a green thumb." Sage gave a nervous hiccup of laughter. "Might even call her something of a miracle worker."

      The man moved around the room, bending to study the notecards by the more mature plants. "Seems unusual a gardener would know what these plants ought to be used for."

      "Like she said, I've got a special way with plants." I extended my hand. "Uh, I don't think I caught your name."

      "Drake Gorman." He didn't shake my hand. In fact, his gaze narrowed, and he shrunk back, like he was afraid to get his hands dirty by touching me.

      "Well, Sage runs a great operation here. You'd be lucky to work with her."

      Drake moved to stand beside Sage, and I got the distinct feeling he was intentionally towering over her. "Well, we'll need to have more than just one person when we expand, obviously. They can’t all be miracle workers. "

      Before Sage or I could say anything else, he walked toward the door that led through the employee break area and into the kitchen. Dismissing me, he called, "The rest of the operation is through there I take it?"

      "Yes. Please, follow me." Sage hurried to get in front of him.

      She cast me an anxious glance over her shoulder before leading Drake out of the growth room. I understood her nerves now. Though I couldn't put my finger on it, but there was something I didn't trust about the man. I made a mental note to do some digging on him after my lunch with Maggie and Vinnie.

      Before long, my phone read 11:57. I hurriedly clocked out, taking note that neither Sage nor Drake were on the premises, before making the short trek over to Ginny's cafe. I walked in and found Sage and Drake seated at a booth in the back, a stack of papers between them. I just hoped he didn't try to force her into anything before she had a chance to make an informed decision. I pivoted toward the other side of the café where Maggie and Vinnie were waiting for me.

      "Sorry, things at work were a bit exciting this morning."

      "I noticed the guy over there trying hard to wine and dine Sage," Maggie said, planting a kiss on my cheek as I sat beside her.

      I turned my attention to Vinnie. He looked a little less stoic than he had the last few months. He even had a nervous energy about him, and I could feel his leg bouncing beneath the table, the movement jiggling the handcuffs on his belt.

      "So, Vinnie, what did you want to talk to us about?"

      Vinnie rubbed his hands together. "I know I haven't talked about my family much ... well, at all really since what happened on Halloween. But I've been in touch with my cousin. It’s been a while, but I felt like it was time to try and reach out. So, uh … I did, and he invited me to see his races this weekend. And I, uh, thought maybe it was time you two got to know me a little better."
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      Maggie and I looked at each other from our side of the booth. Okay, this wasn't what I'd been expecting when he'd invited us to lunch. Granted, an invitation to visit his family was odd. Still, he was opening up, because he felt comfortable with us. Aside from Tania and Ginny, we were the only other witches he knew in town. Technically Chief Hayes was magical, too, but the man hadn't said a word about his supernatural ability to transform into a mountain lion since it happened.

      "What sort of racing does your cousin do?" Maggie leaned across the table with her elbows propped on the tabletop and her chin in her hands.

      "Horse racing. My uncle runs the track. My cousin Ryan has been racing since he was sixteen."

      "We'd love to come," I blurted.

      Vinnie smiled, brightening his whole face. "Thank you. I can't explain how much this means to me." He pivoted in his seat and flagged down the server whose nameplate read, 'Georgia.' She had dark skin and hair the color of coffee beans twisted into tight curls all around her head. "Can we get three coffees?" He pointed to Maggie and I. "Whatever they want is on me."

      Georgia blinked for a moment before approaching the table. "Uh, I don't think you're in my section."

      "Ginny won't mind," Vinnie insisted.

      She exhaled, pulled out her notepad and pen and looked at me. "What do you want?"

      I was about to say my usual. Except Georgia had never been on shift when I'd been in and that seemed odd given how often I came in for lunch. I found myself distracted trying to puzzle how long she'd been working here and why we'd never crossed paths.

      "Darcy?" Maggie's voice pulled me back from the brink of a mental rabbit hole.

      "Sorry. I'll have a roast beef sandwich, extra tomato."

      Georgia dutifully jotted it down and turned to Maggie. I waited patiently for the woman to take Vinnie's order before she hurried off towards the kitchen. The door swung open as she stepped through and Ginny appeared, carrying her trademark oversized mug. She made a beeline for the center seat at the counter and gave us an acknowledging look as she settled in.

      "I've never seen that girl before," I said.

      "Oh, she's Thomas's cousin. She's visiting for a while," Vinnie explained. "Ginny was nice enough to give her a job while she's here."

      Now that he mentioned it, I remembered Thomas mentioning something about a cousin coming to stay for a while. Having so many new faces in town were throwing me off. I was beginning to understand how Ginny and Rick felt when I’d first come to town.

      "So, does your cousin have magic?" I turned the conversation back to Vinnie.

      "Yeah." His tone held the barest hint of disappointment. Maybe even a pang of jealousy. "I'm not quite sure what to call it. He's just always been in-tune with animals."

      "Hmm … Something of an empath?" Maggie suggested.

      "Maybe. It's kind of like how Tania can always tell when I'm nervous or really excited. But with animals. There's no one who could calm the horses better than Ryan."

      "Well, if he's anything like you, I'm sure we're both going to love him," Maggie said with a grin as Georgia returned with three cups and a full coffee pot.

      "Your food should be out in a few minutes."

      "Thanks." I reached out and took one of the cups perched precariously in her left hand and set it down. Her shoulders relaxed a fraction of an inch as she set the others down and filled them. She started to move away when she caught Ginny watching. When she turned back, I could see sweat starting to prickle at her hairline. "Did any of you want sugar or milk or anything else?"

      "Black's fine with me," I said with a smile.

      "We're good," Maggie confirmed.

      Georgia hurried away again, leaving us to our conversation. I sipped my coffee, enjoying the strong brew. Vinnie fiddled with the handle of his mug.

      "Not that I'm not excited to meet your family and get to know you better, but why now?"

      I hoped the question didn't come off as judgmental. Vinnie rotated his cup again. "To be honest, I haven't been that close with my family in a long time. It's partly why I moved here, to get away from their constant disappointment that I wasn't like them." He let out a soft, bitter laugh. "Leave it to me to end up in a town full of magic. But even after I saw what you could both do, and what Ginny does … somehow, I didn't feel like I was alone. Yes, I can't do magic like you all, but I still fit in. I have a place here. I guess I just feel it's time I showed my family that I don't need powers to exist in their world and I’m useful."

      Maggie reached across the table and patted his wrist. "You absolutely fit in here. This wouldn't be Brookhaven without you."

      "She's right. You were so welcoming when I first got here. Knowing you had my back is part of why I felt safe enough to stay here."

      "And maybe, a small part of me wants to rub it in their faces that I do have a place now. Show them my amazing witch friends."

      "No shame in flaunting what you've got," Maggie said with a laugh.

      Vinnie laughed again and this time it sounded more free, less burdened by his long-carried shame of being mundane in a magical world. In short order, Georgia returned with our food, and I watched Vinnie slip her several bills—far more than what was needed to cover the bill and tip. She beamed at him, tucking the cash into her apron before she moved on to attend to another table.

      Across the cafe, I watched Sage and Drake chatting in
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