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        Dragonettes, Honey Buns, and one dead Piggy Princess! Hang On, Hairy Wort, it’s Lazy Daisy to the rescue…well, sorta.

      

        

      
        Pat-a-cake, Pat-a-cake, Baker Bear’s Witch, Oh, dear me, I just flipped that switch. There’s a pig in the oven as dead as can be, Without a heart, or a lung, or a danged kid-ney.

        With a zip and a zap and a tappity-tap, I’ll fix this mess even without a catnap.

      

        

      
        Got Miss Bunny, Doc Downey, and Granny Cleo, One, two, three, and away we go.

        Bubble, Bubble, we sure got some trouble. Another Piggie’s missing, so now it’s double.

        Somethin’ sure stinks, but that might be the skunks, Or the Cats, or the Possums, oh heck! They’re all punks.

      

        

      
        See ya’ in Hairy Wort. It’s sure to be a snort! Come ‘on down! There’ll be laughs all ‘round.
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      “I love ya’ and all, Daisy girl, but why in a Pixie-poppin’-puffer are we up and outta the house at three AM?” Taffy grumped.

      “’Cause Rosie promised Benny she’d manage the bakery while he was off on his Sleuth’s Holiday Hunt…but…” Freddie shrugged and tilted her head to the side, her mismatched ponytails hanging askew like tassels off the end of bicycle handles.

      “She’s livin’ it up with Mal on some island in the Caribbean,” grumped Taffy. “So, we have to pick up the slack.”

      Zipping through the air, Fflur, my brilliant blue buddy, patted her sister’s shoulder and cooed, “There, there, Dearie. You know she’ll be back soon. She’s sent you a postcard every single day.”

      “And in the meantime, you have us,” Kerrirose cheered.

      “See,” I encouraged. “It’s all gonna be fine.” Riffling through my brain for something that would cheer up our forlorn Dragonette, I added, “How about we make your Grammie’s scones for the Special of the Day?”

      Spinning in midair and flying backward, she clapped her little green paws and actually smiled for the first time since Rosie and Mal had headed off on their honeymoon. “Really? You would do that for me?”

      Success!

      “Oh, Darlin’, I sure would.” I winked. “Anything to chase those blues away.”

      Opening the back door of Brulé's Bountiful Bakery with a flick of my fingers, I magicked on the lights and all three industrial size coffeemakers (Caffeine was the only way I was gonna get my motley crew revved up to fill three six-foot cases with tasty pastries and tempting treats for all of Hairy Wort and then some before seven AM.) as I walked through the door.

      “Oh, my Goddess on goose feathers, this is the most beautiful kitchen I’ve ever seen,” Freddie, suddenly wide awake, pirouetted around the enormous space, tapping all the gleaming stainless-steel appliances with the tips of her sparkly, multi-colored fingernails, singing at the top of her lungs, “Heaven, I’m in heaven…”

      One down, one to go. Sure, I had everyone outta bed before the booty-crack of dawn, but (1) I had to get a list as long as my arm and half my leg done, baked, and beautiful before the Daytime Drousies set in making me completely and totally useless to everybody, including myself. And (2) It was my mission to raise the spirits of our newly-acquainted half-sisters.

      You see, Dru had requested that Kerrirose and Freddie be assigned Dragonettes, nearly a month ago and as of today – we'd had no word from what I affectionately referred to as the Sexy Scaled Selection Committee. Then, there was the fact that our half-brother was eaten by baby Grunches before we even got to say boo, and… dumping one more thing on the pile - Southern Fried Sass hadn't had a real mystery to solve since the girls had gotten into town. My sisters were bummed with a capital ‘B,' and that just would not do.

      Clapping my hands and using my best bubbly, bouncy tone, I beamed, “Alright, lovely ladies, let’s get this spectacular show on the road. According to Rosie’s scribbled note, we can make anything we want as long as we whip up a triple batch of Grizzly-sized, super-sweet, honey buns for all the Bears not at the Brulé family shindig. Oh! And don’t forget, it’s all gotta look gorgeous in the case.”

      I'm sure you're wondering why we didn't just magick up a wide variety of yummilicous baked beauties, fill the cases, and be done with it. I'd ask the same question if I were in your shoes. As a matter of fact, I did – several times. So, here it is…the scoop, or the only answer I got that made any sense at all.

      When we use our mystical mumbo jumbo to zap sweet treats outta thin air, there's a weird little aftertaste – kinda bitey, a little salty, and darn-tootin' sure lingering in the back of the throat. It's not yucky bad, but most assuredly not good, it just is. Humans don't taste it, and some Shifters are immune, but Rosie was very adamant that Bears have a particularly picky palate and super sensitive sense of smell. They pick up on every single little difference from whatever they are used to. So, it was the old-fashioned, knead-till-my-arms-fall-off-but-taste-fantastic homemade way.

      To be honest, I didn’t even know there were Bear Shifters in Hairy Wort. Guess I shoulda figured, but it just never occurred to me. Furry, lovable, growly bunches of cuteness in the swamp? Something about that didn’t fit. (Not to mention that all of my sisters kept tellin’ me that the Brulé Bears were most definitely not cuddly and cute. I’m not buyin’ it till I see it for myself and that is that.)

      Anyhoo, Rosie and Mal and Benny Brulé, the Alpha Bear of the Brulé Sleuth and owner of Brulé’s Bountiful Bakery had become fast friends. Mostly because my lovely sis had a sweet tooth that wouldn’t quit, and her whiskered Mate had taken to getting her a new ooey-gooey, mouth-watering, yummy confection every morning since they’d become officially mated. (Still no Mating Ceremony, but I’m keeping my fingers crossed. I love a good wedding. Don’t you?)

      Grinning from ear-to-ear as I took in the scene before me, I couldn’t have been happier. All my girls, both Dragonette and Witch, were measuring and mixing and chatting away. I’d done it. They were having fun. (Darn it, I’m getting good at this ‘big family’ stuff.)

      Crossing the enormous kitchen, I asked, “What can I do to help?”

      “Can you get the ovens turned on, please ma’am? Our hands are all covered in flour and dough?” Kerrirose giggled with glee. “Two at three-fifty, one at four hundred, and two at four-twenty-five.”

      Giving a goofy salute, I snapped my heels together and darted across the kitchen. Twisting the knobs and pushing the buttons as the detailed instructions advised, I turned to head back to the tables to help with the prep just as the strange scent of burning hair and warming pork cracklins wafted from the oven behind me.

      "Do you smell that?" I asked anyone listening.

      All noses went up in the air, and a collective sniff filled the sudden silence. "Sure do," Dru nodded. "What a doll you are, making sausage to go with our brekkie."

      “I…umm…yeah…I’m not making anything. I just flipped the switches and jiggled the knobs.”

      Turning back to the gigantic commercial ovens, I tentatively reached for the handle and slowly opened the door. It took a second for me to realize what I was looking at, but when I finally did, my spine-chilling shriek was so loud dogs quite literally howled all over Hairy Wort, "Holy hotcakes from Heck and beyond. It's Miss Poffenporker, and she's dead!"
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      “Get-in-here-Get-in-here-Get-in-here. Hurry up! What the heck are ya’ doin’? Somebody’s gonna see.”

      “Hurry my ass! Something smells horrible! What the hell are ya’ burnin’?”

      “Shut up, Matt!” Not waiting for an answer, I yanked him through the door and shoved him backward as I grabbed for Dash with my other hand.

      “What in Satan’s sandals took so long?” I whisper-yelled. You know the one. That mom thing. Like when you’re giggling and pointing at the naked, wrinkly, old Witches at your Coven’s annual Samhain Ceremony and your mom comes up behind you, grabs you by your ear, and whisper-yells, “Daisy Jo Nightinblossom….” The threat is real. She’s gonna kick your butt just as soon as she gets you home. I know you’ve been there, too. Just own it. Goddess knows I had to after the hundred-thousandth time it happened to me. Yep! I was that kid, but more about that later.

      “Get your butts in here before Beau catches wind of this poo-poo parade. Listenin’ to him rant and rave will make my head explode,” Fflur, my absolutely gorgeous and incredibly powerful Dragonette sidekick, snarled. “That Gator dances on my every nerve sometimes.”

      “Girl, I hear ya’.” Freddie nodded her head with so much enthusiasm that I swear her mismatched ponytails spun like tassels on a stripper’s…well, ahem, you get the picture.

      Slamming the door shut with a resounding, and might I add, comforting, thud, I clicked the locks into place with a snap of my fingers, took the first deep breath since I’d discovered Miss Poffenporker’s sizzling remains, and pointed towards the ovens. Waiting for Dash and Matt, Hairy Wort’s finest and only deputies, to process the scene before them, I looked at my sisters and Dragonettes, who were blessedly continuing with the morning’s baking.

      Slowly turning his head towards me, Dash – aka Dashiel Broussard – the absolutely gorgeous blond-haired, blue-eyed, Sloth Shifter who happened to be my sister, Rosie’s BFWD (Best Friend Who’s a Dude) stammered and stuttered, “Is that…I mean…Is she…Well, of course…What the…?”

      “Yes, it’s Penelope Poffenporker. Yes, she’s dead. Yes, she has a hole the size and shape of a meat mallet in the back of her head. And…yes, her fingers, toes, nose, and the tips of her ears are crispy. I imagine that goes for her tail too but I didn’t touch her to check.” Letting out an exhausted exhale, I added, “That’s my fault. I didn’t know she was in there when I turned on the oven.”

      “No, no, no, that’s just not right. Can’t be your fault. You had only just twisted the dial,” Kerrirose chimed in. “Someone else had to have been…well…” She wrinkled up her nose and shrugged while looking completely repentant for stating the obvious. “Cooking her corpse to hide the evidence before we got here.”

      “But the door was locked, and everything was off when I zapped us in. I checked to be sure.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean the culprit hadn’t just left poor Penny here for Benny to find,” Taffy, Rosie’s glittering green Dragonette, wondered aloud as she tapped the tip of her talon against her bottom lip and slowly floated over the table where Kerrirose was rolling out dough for glazed donuts.

      “Let’s say you’re right,” Matt - aka Matthew Jenkins - the dark to Dash’s light in their law-keeping duo, began.

      While listening, I was also taking notes of things that were just at that moment becoming clear. Matt and Dash were indeed exact opposites. How had I missed that before? Dark, brown hair in a close, military-type haircut, olive-skin the perfect shade of sun-kissed, and deep, umber eyes just the right mix of dreamy and piercing that made women of all ages, shapes, and origin swoon when the confident Coyote Shifter strolled by, Matt was quite a good-looking man. Not my Mate. No tingles, or butterflies, or anything but good old-fashioned sisterly affection for a brother from another mother. But still handsome. Just like his partner – who was also not my Mate.

      Continuing, Matt crossed the room and stood next to what remained of Penelope. “Who knew she was back in town?” Pausing and looking at each of us, he went on, “She’s been gone for three months helping her sister with twelve brand new piglets and a husband who tends to wander into other women’s beds.”

      “That’s right,” Freddie gasped. “She wasn’t due back for another two months. Rosie said it was the only reason Benny had asked her for help. There was just no one else.”

      “Let me get this straight,” I butted in, my brain having kicked into super-high-gear, a sure sign that I was in the last hour of being awake before my pain-in-the-tush birthright kicked in.

      Let me stop right here and tell you how very much I dislike being one of the bright-eyed-impaired during every single daylight hour, minute, and second. I mean, come on! I love my mom more than chocolate-covered cherries, warm chocolate chip cookies, and Diet Coke, but this is a crateful of craptasticness if I ever saw one, and if I complain, the one and only Sandman – Mom – so actually Sandwoman, but don’t tell anyone - or she will remind me that I can fix it all and stay up as long as I want by finding my One and Only, true Fated Mate. Does she think repeating it is gonna make him fall outta the air? Not likely. I’ve looked. He’s not around. I’m gonna let Fate and Destiny do their thing and be happily shocked if and when it ever happens.

      Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. You’re not worried about who my hunka-hunka-burnin’-love might be. But, you gotta admit it’s kinda cool that as a Witch, I don’t have to worry with all that ‘does-he-like-me-do-I-like-him-will-we-be-happy?’ crudruckers y’all do. It’s a WHAM! BAM! Thank You Fate! I’m in Love! Wonderful, hearts-and-roses things.

      Okay. Okay. OKAY! I know! Your brain is still back on the fact that the Sandman is actually the Sandwoman and that she’s my mother.

      You thought she was a little blue dude with a long nose, wispy wings, and a wand with a twinkly star on the end who snuck into your room, sprinkled you with ‘sleepy sparkles’, and gave you sweet dreams. Wake up, my cute little buddies. That was just a fairy tale. This is real life. Duh.

      Mom is beautiful with a capital B and extra e’s, a’s, and u’s. I mean, walk-the-runway-in-Milan, people-stop-and-stare, men-hyperventilate-when-they-see-her – ST-UNN-ING. People say we look alike, but I don’t buy it. She’s tall, glamorous, graceful, and gorgeous. The best I can say when I look in the mirror is cute and I can walk and chew gum at the same time.

      To be honest, ‘cause I always am, I like my auburn hair. It’s curly without being too curly and long without being a pain in the neck. My freckles really are kisses from the Fairies who hang out with my mom, so, they’re special in a way I can’t completely explain. The little dolls gave them to me the second I opened my eyes, or so the story goes, and blessed me to have a long full life with lots of love and happiness. So far, so good until today.

      At five-foot-four, I’m the shortest of Nate the Butthead’s (My sisters call him Nate the Bastard, but I try not to curse ‘cause of the whole ‘Karma’ thing.) offspring, at least that I know of, so far. I also blame the DNA-wielding-sperm-donor-Demon for my too-round hips and my more-than-ample ba-donk-a-donk. I just have to wonder why I’m the only one who got these lovely accoutrements. Of course, there could be another out there. Nate was neither withholding or selfish while spreading his seed. But then again, he really couldn’t be since his plan for world domination was to have a buttload of kids and con us all into helping him become the Grand Poobah of all he surveyed. Thank the Goddess that didn’t happen and he’s rotting in some Pit in Hades thanks to another of my half-sisters, Harmony.

      All-in-all, being the daughter of Cassandra, the Goddess of the Stars, is a pretty cool gig. She’s a good mom who’s always done right by me. Yeah, she was conned by Nate but so were loads and loads and bushels of other magically superior women. It was all part of his plan. The butthead is literally a silver-tongued devil and knew if he had any chance of taking over the world, he’d need real power on his side. The Universe was looking out for all of us the day she gave us a brain of our own and a BS meter that goes whoop-whoop-whoop when Nate’s lips are flappin’.

      Now, back to our regularly scheduled mystical mysterious murder…

      “Penny wasn’t even supposed to be in Hairy Wort?”

      “No.”

      “Nope.”

      “Not at all.”

      Answering at the same time with the same sentiment, my crew, as I thought of them, shook their heads.

      “Then how do we know that she was the intended victim? Or that there was an intended victim at all?”

      No answers this time, just a lot of silence and furrowed brows. I could’ve said, “Well, because someone is dead,” but that sounded a tad snarky and there was a lot to consider. Tapping the side of my index finger against my chin with my thumb propped on the side – my way of thinking – I was just about to ask another question when instead I ended up squealing at the top of my lungs and jumping so high that when I landed the loud crack of my ankle filled the room a second before I wailed, “Sugar-honey-iced-tea! Take cover!”

      Throwing myself onto my stomach and doing an army crawl that would’ve made Clint Eastwood proud, I dragged my most-certainly-broken ankle across the floor and slid under the closest metal table. Crashing into Kerrirose who had the same idea, I grabbed her hand and waited for the sky to fall, a bomb to explode, or another corpse to appear.

      “One…two…thr…aaaahhhhhhhhh…Get back!” Kerri and I screamed in unison. With our hands flying out and our fingers extended as far as they could possibly go, a menagerie of sparks, bubbles, smoke, and smells filled the air right before Matt’s smiling then immediately shocked face appeared before us.

      Coughing and gagging while fanning our mixed-matched-mucked-up magic out of his face with his hand, the Coyote Shifter sputtered, “It was only the timer on the oven. Not the second coming.”

      Not to be outdone, Dash popped into view on the opposite side and snickered, “You can come out. I don’t think Freddie’s blueberry muffins will getcha.”

      Ignoring the deputies-turned-stand-up-comedians, I looked at Kerri and attempted a reassuring smile, but it was no use. We both knew we were gonna be the butt of more jokes than Don Rickles plus Red Skelton plus Lucille Ball had told in their combined lifetimes, not to mention the flaming red color of my dear half-sister’s cheeks. There was no escape and no reason to sugarcoat it. As my mom always says, “Own it, Baby Girl. Never let them see you sweat.”

      Repeating momma’s words of wisdom, I realized as the last syllable crossed my lips that Kerrirose was a goner. An unhappy camper hiking up the steep hill of Embarrassment Trail about to round the bend of Mortification Mountain and darned sure headed for Humiliation Humpback Bridge. The only hope for her to utter even a single word for the rest
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