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The day Juliet Montgomery arrived in Honeybend, Oregon, she ran over a mailbox, got cursed out by a talking crow, and managed to offend the fire chief—all before breakfast.

To be fair, the mailbox was painted the exact color of disappointment gray and was sitting too close to the curb. And the crow may have only sounded like it said, "Idiot." Still, by the time she parked her lemon-yellow bakery van in front of 14 Candleberry Lane, she was already wondering if moving to a small town was her worst idea since attempting to deep-fry a fruitcake.

She killed the engine, shoved open the door, and took a deep breath. Her lungs filled with the scent of pine, woodsmoke, and a hint of something... weirdly floral.

Maybe magic.

“Home sweet maybe-haunted home,” she muttered.

The house next door loomed like a judgmental parent. Slate-blue siding, neat lawn, and a porch so clean it practically squeaked. A tall man stood there with his arms crossed, glaring at her like she’d just run over his dog.

Which, to be clear, she hadn’t.

Yet.

“Do you always take out mailboxes as a form of introduction?” he called.

Juliet squinted. He wore black cargo pants, a fitted navy shirt with Honeybend Fire Department printed across the chest, and the kind of scowl that could sour milk.

“I didn’t mean to hit it,” she said, locking the van. “It sort of... leapt at me.”

The man descended the porch like it had personally offended him. “Mailboxes don’t leap.”

“Well, maybe not in your world.” She held out a hand. “I’m Jules. New neighbor. Professional baker. Frequent hazard.”

He didn’t shake it.

“Chief Caleb Reed. Fire department’s down the road. Let’s try not to visit it, shall we?”

Jules dropped her hand and smiled anyway. She was nothing if not persistent.

“I make a mean cinnamon roll,” she offered. “Peace offering?”

“Not a fan of sweets.”

She gasped. “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

He looked like he wanted to throttle her—or maybe himself—for continuing this conversation.

Before she could make it worse, the van's side door popped open and out leapt Pickles: a fat tabby cat wearing a crocheted cape with tiny embroidered stars.

Pickles strutted directly to Caleb’s porch, sat on his welcome mat, and began licking his butt.

“Is that your cat?” Caleb asked, deadpan.

“No,” she said automatically. “He belongs to the universe.”

Caleb turned and walked inside without another word. The door shut with a satisfying thunk.

Jules looked at Pickles. “Well. That went great.”

The cat yawned.

By sunset, she had half-unpacked her moving boxes and was elbow-deep in batter, testing a recipe for honey-lavender cupcakes. She was mid-rant about frosting textures when the smoke alarm started shrieking.

“Oh no. No no no—”

She opened the oven.

A wall of black smoke hit her in the face.

The fire extinguisher was under the sink. She grabbed it, fumbled with the pin, cursed, sprayed foam everywhere except the flames, then slipped in it and hit the tile.

Somewhere outside, sirens wailed.

“Great,” she muttered from the floor. “That’s not overkill at all.”

Seconds later, someone kicked open her door.

A silhouette filled the frame: tall, broad, furious.

Caleb Reed.

Again.

He surveyed the smoke, the foam, the cupcakes that had become charcoal pucks.

“Seriously?” he said.

Juliet coughed, wiped flour from her face, and tried to smile.

“Hi, neighbor.”

He stared at her.

Pickles chose that moment to walk in, tail held high.

And the ceiling fan—unhelpful to the very end—chose that moment to fall with a loud crash.

“...I make a really good cinnamon roll,” she added weakly.

Caleb looked up, looked down, and muttered something under his breath.

“I’ll call the inspector,” he said.

And left.

She collapsed on the floor, defeated.

Pickles climbed onto her chest and began to purr.

“I think he likes me.”

The cat sneezed.

She took it as a yes.
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Juliet stared at the charred remains of what used to be her honey-lavender cupcakes and considered whether this entire town might be cursed.

Not in a "mild inconvenience" kind of way, but in a full-on, folklore-urban-legend, definitely-signed-the-wrong-lease kind of way.

The building inspector arrived first. He was eighty-seven years old, wore overalls, and smelled like tobacco and regret. After ten minutes of poking at things with a golf umbrella, he declared the kitchen off-limits until a proper inspection could be done. “Probably a wiring issue,” he said. “Or bad juju.”

Then he gave her a thumbs-up and waddled away.

Caleb, of course, lingered. With his arms crossed. Judging.

“You need a place to stay,” he said, not sounding the least bit thrilled about it.

“I can sleep in the van,” Juliet replied quickly. “I’ve got blankets. Pillows. Snacks. I’ve slept in worse. Once, during a pie competition in Vermont, I passed out in a goat barn—”

“You’re not sleeping in a van.”

He said it like a command. Like there was no possible alternative.

She stared. “Are you inviting me to stay with you?”

He looked like he regretted being born.

“The mayor called. Apparently it’s town policy to assist newcomers in emergencies. She said if I didn’t offer you my guest room, she’d revoke the fire department’s fall festival booth.”

“Oh no. Not the cider stand,” she said, deadpan.

“Don’t mock the cider stand.”

“I would never.” She smiled. “Lead the way, Chief.”

Caleb’s house was exactly what she expected: clean, quiet, and entirely devoid of throw pillows.

The guest room had one framed photo, one dresser, and a bed that looked like it had never been touched by a human soul. She dropped her duffel bag on it and turned.

“Thanks for the hospitality. I’ll try not to set anything else on fire.”

Caleb grunted.

Pickles strolled in like he owned the place and jumped onto the kitchen counter.

“Get the cat off my counter,” Caleb said without looking.

“He’s inspecting for spirits.”

“He’s sniffing the toaster.”

“Same thing.”

A small sound came from the hallway. Jules turned to see a kid—small, scowling, and entirely unimpressed.

“Dad?” she said. “Why is there a glittery woman in our kitchen?”

Juliet blinked. “Hi. I’m Jules. I’m... temporary.”

The girl stared. “Are you the one who set the bakery on fire?”

Juliet nodded. “That’s me.”

The girl squinted. “Cool.” Then walked away.

Caleb sighed. “That’s Willa.”

“She’s awesome.”

“She’s eleven and listens to murder podcasts. Don’t encourage her.”

Jules grinned. “I like her already.”

Caleb muttered something about divine punishment and left the room.

Jules looked at Pickles, who was now chewing the corner of a dishtowel.

“Well, this is going to be interesting.”

The cat sneezed.

Again.
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Rain lashed against the windows like a personal vendetta, and Jules found herself in the middle of a flour storm, barefoot and humming show tunes.

Willa, perched at the kitchen counter with a coloring book and a conspiratorial grin, asked, “Do you like my dad?”

Jules dropped her spoon. “Like him? As in... like-like him?”

Willa nodded solemnly. “You know. Like like.”

“I barely tolerate his brooding existence,” Jules said, wiping her hands.

“He lets you use his fancy butter now.”

“That was a hard-won diplomatic treaty, thank you very much.”

Willa giggled. “He only shares with people he likes.”

Before Jules could form a witty response, Caleb walked in, wet from head to toe, rain soaking into his flannel like the world’s saddest lumberjack.

He glanced at Jules. “Why are you humming ‘Grease’ in my kitchen?”

“It’s not your kitchen if I’m baking in it. Squatter’s rights.”

Willa raised her hand. “Technically, she made twenty-six muffins. That’s like rent.”

Caleb pointed to the oven. “That smell better not be burned sugar.”

“It’s caramel glaze.”

He sniffed. Paused. “I approve. Reluctantly.”

Jules dried her hands and faced him. “What happened to you? You look like a drowned firefighter.”

He peeled off his jacket. “There was a cat. In a storm drain.”

“A real cat?”

He frowned. “What else would it be?”

Willa answered, “Mrs. Delaney swears some of the town’s cats are witches.”

Jules raised a brow. “You rescued a witch?”

Caleb gave her a look. “I rescued a drenched, hissing furball. It bit me.”

Willa looked delighted. “Maybe it cursed you!”

Jules grinned. “Explains your permanent scowl.”

He sighed, muttered something about muffins and madness, and trudged upstairs.

When he was gone, Jules leaned toward Willa. “Your dad’s kind of a cinnamon roll, huh?”

Willa whispered back, “Extra grumpy on the outside.”

That night, thunder shook the walls, and Jules found herself wide awake.

She padded to the kitchen for water and nearly collided with Caleb, shirtless and sleepy-eyed.

They froze.

He muttered, “Storm’s loud.”

She nodded. “So are feelings.”

He gave her a look. “Please don’t start psychoanalyzing me at midnight.”

She smiled. “Fine. Want a muffin instead?”

He paused. “If it’ll shut you up.”

She handed him one. “Spoiler: It won’t.”

He bit in. Paused. “Okay. It might.”

And for a moment, the storm outside wasn’t the loudest thing in the house.
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The next morning, Jules woke to the smell of burnt toast and an unmistakable grunt.

She sat up groggily. Caleb stood in the kitchen wearing flannel pajama pants, no shirt, and a very annoyed expression.

“You’ve got five minutes before school drop-off chaos begins,” he said.

“Are you always this cheerful before coffee?”

“I don’t drink coffee. I drink silence.”

Jules stood, stretching. “Guess we’re both out of luck.”

Willa bounded into the room with a half-brushed ponytail and a dinosaur backpack. “Can Miss Jules come with us to school?”

“She’s not a field trip,” Caleb grumbled.

But Jules was already grabbing her duffel. “I’ll walk. The bakery’s on the way.”

Willa clapped. “Yay! You can meet Principal Parker. He has a mustache like a walrus!”

Jules laughed. “I wouldn’t miss that.”

As they stepped outside, the town of Freckles Cove looked just as eccentric as she remembered—bike racks shaped like seahorses, a mailman in pirate boots, and a woman selling garlic out of a stroller.

Caleb opened the truck door for Willa, then paused. “Thanks for not making this harder.”

Jules tilted her head. “That sounded dangerously close to gratitude.”

He didn’t answer. Just climbed into the truck and drove off.

She stood on the sidewalk, hands on hips. “You’re welcome, Firepants.”

Behind her, the soot-gray cat appeared again, this time wearing what looked like a glitter bowtie.

“Seriously,” she muttered. “What is this town?”

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LUKAS ENGELRECT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





