

    
        
          Midnight Masquerade

        

        
        
          Witch Haven Bay, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Tina Esser

        

        
          Published by Christine Esser, 2026.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Tina Esser

	    

      
	    
          
	      Witch Haven Bay

          
        
          
	          Whiskers In the Fog: A Witch Haven Bay Prequel

          
        
          
	          Haunted Hearts in Witch Haven Bay

          
        
          
	          Pumpkin Pie Poltergeist

          
        
          
	          Ghosts From Christmas Past

          
        
          
	          Midnight Masquerade

          
        
      

      
    
    


MIDNIGHT 

MASQUERADE

––––––––
[image: ]


TINA ESSER

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​Copyright

[image: ]


Midnight Masquerade

Copyright © 2026 Christine Esser, writing as Tina Esser
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews, articles, or other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

First Edition — 2026

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​Dedication 

[image: ]


In loving memory of my mother, Linda Spencer.  (1942-2025)  

​​​​​​​​​CONTENTS

​​​​​​​​Copyright

Dedication

CONTENTS

Chapter 1 - Reflections in the Glass

Chapter 2 -The Bitter Taste of Lies

Chapter 3 – Mirelda’s Judgement

Chapter 4 - Fuzzy Bunny Slippers

Chapter 5 - Brunch at Sadie’s Slice of Heaven

Chapter 6 - Lights, Camera, Fog

Chapter 7 - Afternoon Shadows

Chapter 8 - A Spell That Refuses to Die

Chapter 9 - The Shape of Borrowed Magic

Chapter 10 - Reflections

Chapter 11 - A Baker’s Apprentice Breaks Ranks

Chapter 12 - When Love Stirs the Spell

Chapter 13 - Preparing the Stage

Chapter 14 - The Night Before the Ball

Chapter 15 - Masks, Mischief, and Misdirection

Chapter 16 - The Spell Bait

Chapter 17 - Metamorphosis

Chapter 18 - What Remains

Chapter 19 - Tea and Truth

Chapter 20 - Marshmallow

Chapter 21 - An Open Wound

Chapter 22 - Among Giants

Chapter 23 - Laughter at Sadie’s Diner

Chapter 24 - The Board Moves

Chapter 25 - Ordinary Joy

Chapter 26 - The Name of the Crime

Chapter 27 - Pressure and Courage

Chapter 28 - Standing Together

Chapter 29 - The Hearing Begins

Chapter 30 - The Truth Spoken

Chapter 31 - Testimony

Chapter 32 - The Order of the Board

Chapter 33 - A Promise Made

Chapter 34 - Wedding Preparations

Chapter 35 - The Ceremony

Chapter 36 - Still Waters

Chapter 36 - After Midnight

PROLOGUE – Whispers In The Bay

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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Fog pressed against the windows of The Victorian Inn, turning the dawn light pearly and strange. Marina Vale still wasn’t certain why she was there, or even how long she intended to stay. She had felt aimless and heartbroken for five years, dreaming every night of Elias Pike, and yesterday, somewhere along a coastal drive she didn’t quite remember deciding to take, she had found herself checking into the Inn.

Now she stood before the tall gilt mirror in the upstairs hallway, the one her great-aunt Rose Smythe insisted had been there “since the house decided to be haunted.” Rose had lived in Witch Haven Bay longer than most people remembered. She had been the companion of the prior owner, Eleanor Morwyn, during Eleanor’s last decades, and had stayed on after Eleanor’s death in the nearby Carriage House. Rose was as much a fixture of the Inn as its carved banisters and stubborn draftiness.

As Marina was standing in front of the mirror, she noticed the cat.

Behind her, Pickles stretched, his black-and-white tail swishing like a metronome. He jumped onto the table beside her and stared into the mirror with solemn blue eyes.

Marina smiled. “You look serious, Pickles. Are you making faces again?”

The cat didn’t blink.

Marina’s pretty reflection with dark brown hair and dark eyes smiled—but the cat’s didn’t.

Instead, in the shimmer of glass, a man appeared where Pickles should have been. Not fully clear—just a suggestion of form: dark hair, an old-fashioned waistcoat, eyes the same penetrating blue as the cat. His gaze rested on Marina with quiet wonder.

She froze. “Oh my, those eyes remind me of Elias.”

For a heartbeat, she was twenty-two again. She was standing on a rain-slick hotel rooftop in Los Angeles, the city glowing beneath them, believing she would see him the very next day. She had never imagined that night would be the last time she’d look into his eyes.

The cat inclined his head—not quite a nod, not quite a denial.

Pickles made a low sound, something between a purr and a sigh, and brushed against her hand. The reflection rippled. The man’s image leaned forward, lips forming words she couldn’t hear or understand, then vanished as if swallowed by the fog pressing at the windows.

Marina blinked hard. The mirror showed only her own wide eyes now and Pickles, his tail flicking, while he sat perfectly still.

Footsteps hurried down the hall.

Pia Lane, the current owner of the Victorian Inn, Eleanor’s great niece, appeared in her robe. “Marina, if Pickles is bothering you, let me know.”

Marina pointed at the mirror. “Pickles appears to be a magician.”

Pia glanced at the cat, then the mirror. “These old mirrors can play tricks,” she said lightly. “They seem to know what we want to see.”

But her voice drifted, as if  she were remembering the images the mirror had shown her.

Pickles hopped down, brushing Marina’s ankle. For a heartbeat, she could have sworn that she felt fingers instead of fur.

Then the fog thickened again, curling along the floorboards, carrying the scent of salt and roses.

Rose Smythe’s voice floated up from downstairs.
“Marina?” You might want to come look at this.  This cat seems to be glowing.”
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Chapter 2 -The Bitter Taste of Lies
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Marina hadn’t meant to think about Elias Pike.

But Pickles’s bright blue eyes, and the strange way the hallway mirror had caught them and held them just a second too long had tugged loose memories she’d kept carefully folded for five years. Memories she only allowed herself to visit while dreaming.

As Marina walked down the winding street into town, she found herself replaying the conference she had attended where she had first met Elias. By the third day of the conference, she had stopped pretending their meetings were accidental.

They found each other in the small pockets of time the schedule left behind. They met between lectures, on stairwells, in quiet spaces where people passed through without noticing, leaving them alone for just a moment longer than expected. It felt as if the day itself kept rearranging to place him in front of her.

Every hour ended the same way.

With them talking.
With her already wondering when she would see him again.
With both of them pretending they weren’t counting the minutes to the next break.
She could still picture Elias leaning against the wall outside the ballroom doors, a folded program in his hand, watching her the way people watch something they don’t want to miss.

“You look like you have a secret,” she had teased.

It had felt like more than flirting. It had felt like recognition. She had smiled at him like someone who already knew half his secrets. And she was eager to learn the rest.

They had traded favorite poems over bitter coffee that tasted faintly of ash. They had whispered small spells into each other’s palms, just to feel how steady the other’s magic was - how calm, how sure. And by the end of that third long day, the way he looked at her had made her feel unmistakably alive.

She had been falling in love.

By the time Marina reached Sadie’s Slice of Heaven, a nearby diner, she had replayed every memory she had catalogued of Elias Pike.

The bell over the door chimed as she stepped inside.

Warm air wrapped around Marina that was filled with the rich aroma of brewed coffee, melted chocolate, and the easy comfort of a place that welcomed strangers. 

Behind the counter, a woman looked up from bowls covered in chocolate. She took Marina in with a quick, assessing glance—the kind that noticed tired eyes and careful posture—and smiled. 

“Sit anywhere,” she said. “You look like you could use a cup of coffee.”

Marina smiled back, unexpectedly relieved. “Coffee sounds perfect.”

“Good choice,” the woman said. “I’m Sadie Knox.”

“Marina Vale.”

Sadie nodded once, as if filing the name. She looked like the kind of woman who could calm a room with coffee and start a war with a spatula. 

Sadie glanced down at her hands and laughed softly. “Ignore the chaos. I’m experimenting.”

“With what?” Marina slid onto a stool at the counter.

“Truffles,” Sadie said, eyes bright. “The town’s chocolate confection contest is next week, and I refuse to be predictable.”

She lifted a tray from behind the counter. Small rounds of dark chocolate sat in uneven rows, each one marked with tiny paper flags.

“Rose filling,” she said, pointing to the first. “Cherry cordial for the brave. Almond cream for people who pretend they like subtlety but really just want comfort.”

Marina laughed. “You’re serious about this.”

“Of course I am,” Sadie said. “They will likely announce the winner at the Masquerade Ball, but they haven’t announced it yet. I want something people will remember, not just another treat they eat and forget.”

She cut one truffle in half and slid it across the counter. The center glistened faintly pink.

Marina took a bite. “That’s... actually perfect.”

Sadie beamed. “See? I knew roses weren’t just for soap.”

She leaned closer, lowering her voice as if the truffles themselves might overhear. “I’m thinking about layering flavors. A little surprise in the middle. Something that makes people stop and say, Wait—what was that?”

Marina smiled. “You sound like you’re falling in love.”

Sadie shrugged. “With chocolate, and Dylan Harrow? Always.”

They were still laughing when the bell over the door rang.

And everything changed.

The second chime was louder. Sharper. Almost angry.

The temperature in the diner dipped, as if someone had opened an arctic door.

Marina looked up.

Mirelda Caul stood in the doorway. Her curls shined with immaculate honey-polished perfection, and her beauty was as carefully arranged as the pastries in her glass cases at Honeythorn Pies.

She didn’t remove her coat.
Didn’t glance at the menu.
Didn’t look for a seat.
She brought the chill in with her.

Marina felt it along her arms before she understood why.

“Well,” Mirelda said smoothly, “I hear Witch Haven Bay is preparing for another baking contest.”

Sadie’s smile tightened. “Good afternoon, Mirelda.”

“The Valentine contest,” Mirelda went on. “Chocolate treats.” Her eyes gleamed faintly. “How festive.”

“It’s a town event,” Sadie said. “Everyone’s welcome to enter.”

Mirelda smiled thinly. “Including me.”

That caught Sadie’s attention.

“Oh?” she said.

“My Honeythorn Pies will be submitting something special,” Mirelda replied. “A confection worthy of real admiration.”

The temperature of the air around the counter continued to drop.

“Of course,” Mirelda continued, “I suppose you’re still basking in your Thanksgiving victory.”

Sadie lifted her chin. “People liked my pie.”

“A fluke,” Mirelda said lightly. “Holiday nostalgia does wonderful things for mediocre recipes.”

“Funny,” Sadie replied. “The judges didn’t seem confused.”

“They were sentimental,” Mirelda said. “This time, they’ll be impressed.”

Marina had heard enough. “You don’t have to tear people down to make yourself feel better,” she said. 

Mirelda’s gaze slid to her.

Recognition sparked.

“Well,” Mirelda said slowly. “If it isn’t Marina Vale.”

Marina’s breath caught. “Mirelda.”

Sadie frowned. “You two know each other?”

“We met at a conference in Los Angeles,” Mirelda said. “Years ago. Long enough to remember whose dazzle fades quickly... and who lasts.”

Marina stiffened. “Why are you here?”

“To save Sadie from embarrassment,” Mirelda replied calmly. “There’s no need for her to pretend this contest is still open.”

Sadie laughed sharply. “You haven’t even tasted what people are making.”

“I don’t need to,” Mirelda said. “I know what I’m bringing.”

She turned to Marina.

“You always were lovely,” Mirelda said. “Elias noticed that first.”

Marina’s heart stumbled. “What does Elias have to do with this?”

“It means,” Mirelda continued smoothly, “that charm opens doors. But substance keeps someone inside.”

“That’s enough,” Sadie said.

But Mirelda’s sharp eyes never left Marina.

“I’ll bet you still wonder why Elias didn’t come to dinner that last night,” Mirelda said. “You told yourself he was busy. Or distracted. Or afraid of goodbyes.”

Marina swallowed.

“He wasn’t,” Mirelda said softly. “He had simply... found more depth elsewhere.”

Marina’s voice barely held. “With you?”

Mirelda smiled—small, victorious.

“With me,” she said. “Before the conference even ended. And long before you stopped pretending.”

The lie slid into place like it had always belonged there.

Sadie’s voice cut sharp and sure. “I highly doubt any man would confuse your cheap brand of  razzle-dazzle for real substance. If a man chose you over Marina, it was because you used your magic on him in some underhanded way.”

Mirelda’s eyes flared—just for a moment—before she reconstructed her face into polished perfection, and smiled again.

“Well,” she said lightly, “maybe that’s all success is. Making your version of the story the one people believe and remember.”

She stepped back, already finished.

“Do enjoy the chocolate contest,” Mirelda said. “I’ll see you all on Valentine’s Day —when the Honeythorn Pies entry will receive the judges’ notice.”

Then she turned and walked out.

The bell chimed again. 

This time, it sounded relieved.

Sadie’s Diner warmed instantly, the air settling back into its familiar comforting hum.



Marina’s head dropped as if she was stifling tears. 

Five years of memory quietly rearranged itself.

Not a promise interrupted.
Not love lost to timing.
Just a season she hadn’t been strong enough to hold.

Sadie slid into the seat beside her. “Don’t listen to her.”

Marina tried to smile. “She sounded very sure.”

Sadie shook her head. “Mirelda lies. She uses her magic as a weapon to make herself feel bigger than everyone else. That’s all. Don’t believe anything she told you.”

Outside, the fog pressed closer to the windows.

And up the hill, in the quiet of the Victorian Inn, Pickles lifted his head. He looked up as if he was listening to Mirelda, and he knew, somehow, that he would need to help mend what had just been broken in Marina.
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Chapter 3 – Mirelda’s Judgement
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Mirelda Caul stepped out of Sadie’s Diner into the fog and smiled.

Not the kind of smile meant to be seen. The kind she reserved for moments when a thing had been done correctly.

Marina Vale would be sitting there now, replaying every word, every pause. That was inevitable. Marina was too slow to recognize when she had lost.

Mirelda adjusted her gloves, satisfied. Some people mistook cruelty for chaos. They did not understand order. Or the consequences of disrupting it. 

Mirelda had always believed that people revealed themselves most clearly when they thought they were winning - at the top of their game.

The memory returned to her easily. 

It always came back when she felt most justified and empowered.

The Los Angeles conference had moved at the tidy tempo of a well-kept schedule. 

Mirelda remembered it as an exercise in patience.

The schedule was clean. Orderly. Properly maintained. Keynotes began on time. Workshops ended when they were meant to. Meals arrived with predictable efficiency. It was the kind of structure Mirelda respected. Magic, like people, performed best when constrained.

Elias Pike disrupted that.

Not loudly. Not rudely. But persistently.

He sat toward the back during lectures, close enough to hear, far enough to remain unimpressed. He applauded late, if at all. His notes were sparse, as though he trusted memory more than record. At lunch, he chose edges—outdoor tables, corners where conversations thinned naturally. He ate with care, without indulgence, and left before anyone could claim him.

Mirelda noticed everything.

She made certain he noticed her in return.

She chose seats that required him to pass. Asked questions that demonstrated precision rather than flair. Offered observations that sharpened discussion without dominating it. When she laughed, it was measured—never desperate, never excessive.

He responded with courtesy.

Always courtesy.

A nod. A smile. Gratitude without interest.

That, Mirelda decided, was his first mistake.

By the second day, a pattern emerged.

Elias Pike did not seek company. Company found him.

And most often, that company was Marina Vale.

Marina arrived without calculation. She sat without scanning the room. She spoke without testing the effect of her voice. Attention gathered around her as if drawn by accident.

Elias changed in her presence.

He leaned forward. And forgot to watch the exits. He turned his body fully toward her when she spoke, as though the rest of the room had ceased to matter.

Mirelda watched this happen again and again.

Marina’s beauty did not anger her. Beauty was common. Manageable. What angered Mirelda was how little effort Marina expended to receive what Mirelda had perfected.

No discipline. No edge. No ambition.

Softness.

Elias Pike rewarded it.

That was his second mistake.

Mirelda tested him.

She praised his bindings—tidy, responsible, safe—and watched him accept the compliment without hunger. She questioned his restraint, framed it as wasted potential, offered him the opportunity to want more.

Nothing.

It was Marina who received his curiosity. Marina who received his patience. Marina who received the quiet parts of him that Mirelda would have refined, sharpened, made formidable.

They could have been a team.

That was the truth Mirelda could not forgive.

Together, they would have been precise. Respected. Feared, if necessary. Marina would have dulled him. Mirelda would have honed him.

Instead, he chose wrong.

The dinner invitation was not seduction. It was confirmation. Candlelight. Space. A final opportunity for Elias to recognize the superior alignment.

He accepted.

That only deepened the insult.

When he failed to arrive, Mirelda did not immediately assume rejection. She assumed distraction. Marina again. Some gentle interruption – an effortless pull.

When she saw Marina later that same evening—her cheeks flushed, distracted, unaware—the truth was apparent.

Elias had not chosen Mirelda and then changed his mind.

He had never chosen her at all.

Later, she found him alone, calm in a way that felt deliberate. She felt peaceful as she wore her moral certainty like armor.

“You missed dinner,” she said.

“I did,” Elias replied. “I’m sorry.”

The apology was sincere.

That was the moment Mirelda understood there would be no correcting Elias through conversation.

He did not desire her. He did not fear her. He did not even resent her.

He had measured her.

And decided she was unnecessary.

If men like Elias were allowed to reward softness over strength, then power would always drift toward those least prepared to wield it. 

The spell was not rage. It was pure resolve.

She led him to the roof under the pretense of shared craft. The city spread below them chaotic,  bright, and dynamic. She set the shallow glass bowl on the tiles. Water gathered from the light rain.  Elias noticed, but he did not question.

He never did.

She watched him work—precise, calm, controlled—and felt the final confirmation settle.

He was better than she wanted him to be.

So,  she made him smaller.

The mirror slipped into place easily. The circle accepted it. The pressure turned, angled inward, seeking the most familiar shape.

Him.

Elias folded without spectacle. His voice thinned. His hands narrowed. Language abandoned him before an accusation could form. His eyes widened—not in fear, but in sudden, startled understanding.

Mirelda did not hesitate.

Hesitation would have meant admitting she was wrong.

When the transformation settled, the brass button from his jacket lay like an enormous prize between them. Elias—reduced, contained—stared up with borrowed eyes.

“You’ll keep a taste of magic,” Mirelda said softly. “Enough to remember. Not enough to matter.”

A cat would do.

Observant. Quiet. Always near. Reduced in power. 

She fastened the button at his throat.

“This is correction,” she told him calmly. “Not cruelty.” 

When he ran, she did not follow.

She had already restored balance.

Marina could have her shadow.  And Elias Pike would learn—quietly and completely—what happens when you choose wrong.

Mirelda smoothed her coat and returned to the conference.

Order restored.  

His applause was temporary.  

Her judgment was
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