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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The scent of dough and cinnamon sugar enveloped me like a hug as I lifted each fresh, steaming donut from the fryer with my slotted spoon and transferred it to a waiting wire rack. Twelve racks later, with all the donuts arranged in neat rows, I moved them to the island countertop to frost and decorate.

      It was 4:59 am, and I was a witch on top of her game.

      Gone was the old Hazel of two years ago, who gave in to the snooze button and blamed her lateness on a bad boyfriend (though, to be fair, that guy was a literal demon).

      Thanks to profits from my new summer side gig, Moonday Magic Donuts, the bakery had an air-conditioner. Our vintage cold case no longer bore cracked glass. I had my eye on marble-topped patio tables next, to beef up our lunchtime capacity.

      Last week, I’d even splurged on a stunning live-herb accent wall, designed by Lorelei, the witch who ran Magic Sprouts plant nursery. Tourists were already taking photos for their YipYap reviews online—and ever since Max hyped the cart in her Blue Moon Bay Roundup, the morning lines stretched longer every week.

      A few minutes after sunrise, I inspected my holey masterpieces and was pleased with how well the beach theme had come together. Blue “seaside” donuts formed a pretty base for crumbled graham cracker sand and cocktail umbrellas. Yellow sun donuts wore chocolate sunglasses. Mermaid donuts sported shimmering teal fondant tails, tails that were lodged into the donut holes and honestly, a huge pain in the butt to construct and transport in my beach cart – but worth it, given our customers’ dragon-like thirst for edible glitter and foils. Plus, the mermaids were adorbs.

      Now, time for the most important part.

      Green Magic tingled at my fingertips, building within me till my vision went hazy and the bakery kitchen thrummed with vibrant brushstrokes, as if Van Gogh had taken up residence in my head. Magic overlaid on my Ordinal senses made the polished steel fryer gleam with thick swirls of blue and copper, each whorl dashed with white. Wire cooling racks shook and shone with undulating energy, their straight bars going wavy and dynamic, each donut nestled there pulsing like a tiny star.

      Like living paint, the luminescent vines of my Green Magic coiled and twisted around the kitchen island, each leaf outlined in darker emerald, its center a splash of chartreuse. Leaving sparkly trails as they moved, the vines wound their way around mixing bowls, climbed up the walls, and even draped themselves playfully over oven doors.  Deep in my trance, I whispered the spell I’d made up the night before to imbue these donuts’ eaters with a mood of self-acceptance and summer fun:

      “Donuts are imperfect circles, said no one whilst biting a crisp ring of glory, and so one should sprinkle their self-doubt with sugar and grace. Savor the sweetness of summer’s embrace. Treat yourself to some slack. Take a walk on the beach. Let the sunshine remind you that love is in reach.”

      Magic hung in the air for one moment, an ethereal green afterimage that lingered along with my natural high.

      Then the kitchen was just a kitchen again, and I was just a baker. At least to most people.

      For the next hour, I got busy mixing batter and kneading dough. I sprinkled toppings on mini breakfast pizzas. Spooned peach compote over oat bars. Refilled sugar and salt dispensers. Brewed drip coffee and prepped iced tea. Solo shifts brought out my tendency to daydream, and my mind beelined to the anticipation of my date with Elliot tonight. I’d been so excited for our first summer as a real couple, but syncing our schedules was shaping up to be a bigger challenge than parking on the waterfront.

      “Mornin’, Hazel dear.” A familiar voice rang from the back door, interrupting my nonsense.

      Six on the dot.

      “Morning, Gran!” I turned, wiping flour-dusted hands on my apron. “Did you bring the lavender for the Wu family’s baby blessing?”

      “Told you I’d have it, dried and ready for you.”

      I heard Granny Sage rummaging through the pantry shelves before her short, slightly stout form filled the doorway in a homespun dress with a whimsical vine pattern. Her freshly washed white hair was gathered into its usual long side-braid with flyaways.

      Whether on purpose or simply because she didn’t care, everything about Gran’s appearance screamed eccentric and harmless old lady. Only her fellow Green Witches knew the truth of who Gran was: the human equivalent of a welded steel beam that helped hold up our beloved community.

      “Clipped a few sprigs from my rosemary as well,” she added with a contented smile, setting down a parchment-wrapped bundle. “Feels like a day for strawberry-herb hand pies.”

      “Mmm, good idea! I’ll have one for breakfast when I’m back from selling donuts.”

      “Give me a minute, and I’ll help you load the cart.” Gran rolled up her sleeves at the sink to scrub up. “Golly, those little umbrella drink ones sure look as cute as anything.” Her gaze was perusing the racks of metallic teal, sea-blue, and sunshine-yellow donuts covering the kitchen island. “Would you, ah, mind awfully if I nicked one, for research purposes?” Her owlish hazel eyes winked behind her thick glasses.

      Grinning, I grabbed one of the extras I’d baked to hand her. We did this dance every Monday.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the rosy dawn light, Ocean Street looked empty except for a chatty squirrel. Unbothered, I lifted my cart, with its cheery mint green and white striped surrey top, over the curb.

      Halfway through my one-witch parade down the block, the Silver Sneakers Walking Club tromped into view on my right. Nine sprightly elders clad in sensible layers.

      “Yoo-hoo, Hazel, what’s cooking today?” called a familiar prim voice.

      “The girl’s working, Helen,” Margaret’s gruff voice reprimanded her frenemy, “not hosting a ladies brunch. And where’d you dig up ‘yoo-hoo’ from, 1928?”

      “Well, excuse me for being friendly, you old bent cigar.”

      I gave a friendly wave and, as always, pretended not to notice or be amused by their constant verbal tango. According to Gran, Helen and Margaret had been bakery regulars since the days when she was an apprentice witch—even then, they’d made a cantankerous pair no one could quite figure out. The two waved back as they legged it past me, stepping out toward the waterfront.

      The ebbing tide like a cosmic Zamboni had smoothed all traces of yesterday from the sand. As I rolled up and planted the cart in its designated spot, I smirked at a lone set of footprints left by some diehard, pre-dawn runner … who I was 90% sure was my boyfriend.  

      By the time I’d straightened the awning and pulled up the credit card payment app on my phone, a line had materialized: two middle-aged lady beachcombers, a bald jogger, and the entire Silver Sneakers Walking Club. 

      It never failed. 

      On a Monday morning, donuts sold themselves.

      The mermaids were 86’ed by eight, the last shimmering teal fin dispatched by savage baby teeth. By nine, the day’s first volleyball games were starting, and the sunlit beach was getting that “spontaneous party” feel we locals loved and hated in equal measure.

      I sold my last sunshine donut to Iggy, a new friend who’d moved to town six months ago with her adorable baby boy Aiden, who tracked the donut’s journey from my hand to his mother’s with the focus of a hawk sizing up a field mouse.

      “You’ll be eating these in no time, buddy.” I leaned down to boop his nose. “First one’s on the house.”

      “Don’t encourage him. He already has strong opinions about mashed bananas.” Iggy tucked the bag into the stroller basket, safely out of grabby-hand range. Then, frowning at her baby, she pulled a wand of non-toxic hair-mascara from the basket and waved it gently on Aiden’s hair, masking the small streak of red strands on his otherwise black head of hair. The mark that revealed his magical lineage as a Red Witch, outlawed in most magical towns, including ours. Iggy’s own red streak was covered with permanent dye. Red Witches didn’t tend to bother with glamours. Destruction was more their claim to fame.

      Aiden squirmed, but she murmured to him gently, “Hold still, buddy, almost got it.”

      “Hardly anyone in town would know what the red means,” I said, hoping to reassure her. “And anyway, I thought Lucina scored you two a special dispensation to live here.”

      “Yeah, but I just don’t like the thought of random witches judging him.” Iggy shrugged. “Speaking of my two-thousand-year-old landlady — Lucina’s got vampire council tonight. I hate to ask, but any chance you could babysit for a couple of hours? A coyote shifter asked me to get margaritas.”

      “Sounds delightful,” I said, stifling the helper urge I’d battled my whole life, “but I have a date tonight myself.”

      “Oh, are you on the Supernatural Singles app too?” Iggy giggled, then her smile faded. “Oh. Right. You’re still with him. I keep blocking it out.”

      It was the single awkward subject between us: Iggy was Elliot’s ex from long ago, and she kept insisting that sooner or later I’d join the “Elliot Exes Club” alongside her and her bestie, a terrifying forest fey I tried never to think about.

      Damn. I’d just thought about her.

      I was still watching Iggy’s stroller rattle off down the boardwalk, packing up my cart, when I spotted a familiar figure pacing across the waterfront. Two familiar figures, if you counted Lana del Rey the Pomeranian, whose stubby legs scrambled to keep up with her owner’s Barre-toned stride. Lana was a sweetie, but the sight of her owner made my shoulders stiffen involuntarily.

      Bea Holloway glowered at the ocean, looking lost in thought, her right fist curled around Lana’s leash while the fingers of her left played with her scarf, a light, flowy, striped one that was giving prep school vibes. Caramel hair fell in gentle waves over the white tunic she’d paired with butter linen trousers. Despite being a toddler mom, her polish made me uncomfortably aware of the hole in my faded black t-shirt.

      Frantically, I stuffed baggies of napkins and compostable utensils into my backpack. She hadn’t noticed me yet; there was still time to flee. I grabbed the cart’s handles and pushed, then tried pulling … but my wheels were stuck, sunk in the sand. Ugh, why wasn’t nature cooperating with my cowardly plan?

      Unpleasant heat snaked through my guts as I admitted it to myself: I was being a scaredy-pants. And what was I so scaredy of? Smalltalk? At my bakery counter, I made smalltalk with tourists and locals, college kids and seniors, the butcher, the baker—wait, that was me—the freakin’ candlestick maker.

      Problem was, Bea Holloway was none of the above.

      She was my sister. 

      And with each passing Thanksgiving that seemed to suck a bit more than last, we were becoming distant, glorified acquaintances. A sibling Big Freeze scenario.

      Excited doggy-yaps cut into my dismal thoughts.

      “Told you I smelled magic and donuts!” A hearty alto voice spoke into my mind. Lana del Rey was beelining me with Lassie-like fervor, dragging her leash — and her witch — behind.  “Look, it’s Hazel, my favorite favorite FAVORITE witch … except you.” 

      Normally, I shouldn’t be able to hear another witch’s familiar. But after Trixie the enchanted car died on me, my magic decided I needed a new sidekick and began working overtime to sell me on the benefits of familiars. So here we were.

      Lana was a special soul, a nature spirit who’d been the companion to thousands of witches throughout human history. I’d had some concern that her Green Magic core wouldn’t mesh well with Bea, but she seemed to be enjoying her dog body and the frivolity of this lifetime. She jumped around my ankles, her plumed tail waving like a furious fan.

      “I love you too, Lana,” I replied telepathically, and with a pang I reached down to scritch her triangle ears. 

      So much for dodging Bea.

      “Hazel?” My sister’s forehead was trying its hardest to wrinkle despite her Botox spells. “Since when are you a street vendor?”

      “Just a summer side-quest.”  I focused on petting Lana to deflect from how awkward it felt that we’d drifted this far apart and had no clue what was going on with each other’s lives. “I sell donuts here on Monday mornings.”

      “Donuts,” Bea echoed, like she couldn’t get her mind around the concept. “Do you mean, like, artisan beignets?”

      “Nope. Donuts.”

      “Whatever you call ’em, it’s the best thing I’ve smelled in weeks, or maybe minutes!” Lana said, panting. “What are minutes? Never mind, don’t need that info in this lifetime. Let’s get a donut.”

      “No, Lana, sugar is pure poison,” Bea said firmly. “It should carry a Surgeon General’s warning.”

      “Good news,” I said cheerfully through clenched teeth. “As of five minutes ago, we’re sold out of poison.”

      The tiny dog hurled herself dramatically onto her side. “Such sweet sadness!”

      “Sold out? You must be making serious money.” Bea’s features widened as if she’d heard some good gossip. “No wonder you can afford that boho plant wall!”

      “You saw my herb wall?” My hand stilled on the cart. Bea, setting foot in her own grandmother’s bakery? “I thought our patterned floor tiles made you dizzy.” She was the only person I knew who was allergic to Art déco.

      “It popped up on one of my feeds,” she said, shrugging. “It’s a cool statement piece. Very you.”

      “Translation, you hate it, but you don’t want to sound negative.”

      It was satisfying to see Bea reduced to diplomatic stalling noises. “What? No, it’s … not quite my style, but I’m here for anything that makes the bakery look less Gran’s era.” 

      “Valid.” Even I’d had that thought from time to time. This convo wasn’t as painful as I’d feared. “So, what are Jax and Maren up to this summer?”

      I meant it as a casual question, a transition to “bye,” yet Bea stared.

      “What on earth made you think of my children? It’s not Christmas.”

      “Har har.” It was my turn to squirm, shifting my weight on the sand. Was I a bad aunt? “I was just noticing you don’t have the stroller today,” I blundered on, aware that my face was warm. “Guess that means they’re with a nanny or something.” 

      “A nanny?” She repeated the word with haughty emphasis, as if it bordered on scandal. “Why, of course not. They’re home with their amazing dad. Who set up an educational activity and cooked a hot breakfast.”

      “Hey, go Grant!” Maybe Bea’s husband was useless only at the holidays?

      “I’m kidding, of course they’re with the freaking nanny,” Bea hissed, making my eyes pop. “Motherhood’s made me radically accept a lot of things, like that Grant’s a crap dad.” She looped her scarf around her and straightened her spine, her gaze steely.

      “Bea? Um, wow.” This was not where I’d expected things to go. Bea was my successful sister with the perfect life. If she was disillusioned … what did that mean for the rest of us? Certainly, there was no simple transition to goodbye now. Only a monster would casually roll away.

      Think of something helpful to say, better than ‘Um, wow.’

      “That’s a lot,” I mumbled, unsure if I meant for her or myself.

       Lana barked. “Have you accepted it, though? More importantly, should you?”

      I pointed at the dog. “Listen to your therapist, Bea. She’s dropping gems.”

      Bea looked at the water, exhaustion in her eyes that told me she’d relaxed her makeup glamours. That was the thing my non-witch besties didn’t get: glamour wasn’t just paint, it was will. You had to choose to hold up the face you wore, spend the magic to keep it there minute by minute. Right now Bea didn’t have the will to spare.

      “I don’t have time for therapy, not today of all days,” she said.

      “What’s special about today?” I said.

      “Uh, Kleo Moss is in town!” Bea gave me a look like I’d forgotten the fourth of July. “We told you all this at brunch,” she added accusingly. “Gather signed up to host a Truth Bomb Salon at my house.”

      “Oh, yeah.” I nodded as if I didn’t tune out ninety percent of our quarterly mother-daughter brunch. Gather was Mother’s event-planning company that Bea did all the work for, but I was drawing a blank on Kleo. “She’s that Beige Witch wellness influencer.” A safe bet. They all were. And then I actually remembered. “The one whose magic caused a scandal in that boujee town where everyone has an ocean view, on the three days a year it’s not misty?” And assuming one could afford three million for a starter home.

      “Fog Hollow, she outed the cheating mayor and went viral.” Bea touched her scarf again, looking thoughtful. “It’s not every day a star of Kleo’s caliber books a C-minus berg like ours. I wanted to show my Blue Moon Bay pride, so I threw her a little meet and greet last night—just a few guests, Willamette Riesling, and a vase of white orchids. Kleo’s favorite flowers.” She frowned. “Was that a mistake, too intimate?”

      “No, I’m sure it was perfect,” I said, invoking the word people often used to describe Bea’s house, Bea’s outfit, Bea’s hosting. “Sounds like you nailed the pregame, and you’re going to crush the actual event tonight. Look out New York and LA, here comes Blue Moon Bay!”

      “I just canceled the event.”

      “Ha, good one.” Her deadpan face was excellent, but this was even crazier than Grant cooking breakfast.

      “It’s not a joke. My house has turned into a chaos realm.” She shut her eyes and covered them with her hands, then kneaded her face.“Something terrible happened late last night,” she whispered.

      A chill ran down my back.

      “What happened?” I looked to Lana for clarification, but her red, furry face was suddenly very busy sniffing in the sand, her front claws digging at nothing in particular.

      Bea spoke up at last, her voice muffled behind her hands. “The tropical fish tank in the great room. It burst.”

      I gasped. “Good lord, was there a leak in the seal?”

      “I guess.” Bea shrugged, not being one for technical details. “All I know is we woke up to a waterlogged floor littered with broken glass and …. let’s just say, horrifying debris.”

      “Yikes.” I shuddered at the visceral image of Bea’s perfect, polished living room exploding into a marine horror show. “Poor Oscar and El Chonk, rest in peace—and the school of silver dollars too,” I added, at Bea’s suddenly offended look. “Sorry, I just didn’t know their names.” 

      “They don’t have names, Hazel!” Bea wailed. “My traditional walnut hardwood is ruined, I’m haggling with the insurance company over water damage, and all you care about is the lives of a couple of stupid fish!”

      “Well, that’s seven lives, so–”

      “And Mother’s so very disappointed. In me.” Bea’s expression seemed to sag with pain, and Lana licked her ankle. “She unfollowed me on social media again. I don’t blame her. This event was finally going to put Gather on the map.”

      “Huh.” It didn’t seem a good time to mention that Gather was an unserious enterprise and a supportive mom wouldn’t kick you when you were down. It was never a good time.

      Bea’s purse vibrated, and she dug out her phone. “Look at this garbage,” she said, holding out the text screen to me like we were high schoolers. “Jessica Farrow just swooped in and offered to host Kleo’s salon at her stupid McMansion, in the rooftop orangery.”

      I paused, not wanting to ask what any of that meant. “Well, at least now the event won’t be canceled, right?”

      Bea’s hurt look told me I’d missed something again. 

      “It’s Jessica, from Halcyon Shores.” She spoke the town’s name with awe like it was New York, not just another Beige Witch enclave a couple of hours’ drive north along the coast. “That rich witch has been showing up Mother and me since she moved here.” She threw me a tilted, suspicious look. “It’s almost like you don’t listen to anything we tell you at brunch.”

      There was no good response to that. “Wish I could help,” I said with as much kindness as I could muster. “But I have a bakery to run.”

      Bea nodded, looking even more miserable. “I get it, not like you could help me anyway, unless …” Her gaze drifted past me up the block, then quickly away. “Never mind. Dumb idea.”

      I followed her line of sight, unsure where it led. “What’s a dumb idea?”

      “The herb wall.”

      “Hey!”

      “I thought you didn’t hate it.” Lana sounded as confused as I was.

      “No, I was thinking about how it changes the whole vibe in there…” She was still looking toward the bakery. “Hazel’s herb wall’s what I call a photogenic base layer. Add some glitter and candles, a vase of white orchids on the counter …”

      My stomach dropped as I realized where this was going.

      “You cannot possibly host Kleo’s salon at Sage’s Bakery,” I said.

      Her white, toothy grin held desperate hope. “Look, I know it’s not ideal–”

      “Not ideal? Bea, the bakery isn’t set up for fancy Beige Witch events. Also, I have a date tonight.”

      “I’ll handle everything,” Bea said quickly. “Setup, breakdown, all of it. I know it’s last minute, but please.” Bea’s voice cracked just slightly. “Jessica can’t take this away from Mother, even if I’m in a flop era.” Clocking the soft, sad look in my sister’s brown eyes, a heaviness landed in my chest. It took me a moment to name it as worry. I never had to worry about Bea. No one did. 

      Was that why she looked bone-tired?

      The sappy, people-pleasing part of me grabbed the mic.

      “Fine,” I heard myself say. “I’ll move my date with Elliot to Wednesday, move drinks with Max and Britt to Sunday, and move cleaning my house to … never, I guess.”

      Bea’s eyes widened. “You’d do that for me?”

      I came to my senses, somewhat. “Yes, but you’re hiring a venue, and venues cost.” I crossed my arms. “Five hundred cash, before the salon. Take it or leave it.”

      “Deal!” She was already unhoisting her greige calfskin purse, slipping a hand in. “Thank you, Hazel. Really.”

      Damn, I should have tripled the asking price.

      She handed over five crisp hundred-dollar bills, too busy tapping notes into her phone to notice my sulk.

      “The salon starts at seven, but I’ll be there by five for setup.” Her demeanor had snapped back to her usual unflappable uber-mom vibe.  “Mother will come around when she sees I had no choice. And luckily, I had the nanny take the kids outside through the service door so they didn’t see the damage. The great room will be back to normal by tomorrow—everything in its place, spit spot.” Her smile hit somewhere between Mary Poppins and psychotic.

      “Back to normal?” I said, incredulous. “But their little fish friends are still dead.”

      “I mean, it’s a natural part of life,” she said too breezily. “My kids are evolved beings.”

       I narrowed my eyes. “No one’s evolved about death.”

      “I am!” Lana chimed in, backing up her witch.

      “Good girl, Lana.” Bea gripped her leash. “Come on, I bet a run on the beach will make you feel better about the donuts.”

      “Yes, and so will a free treat from the nice lady at the store!”

      My mouth hung open. Of course. Fur and Fins on the corner opened at nine.

      “So that’s why you drove all the way downtown first thing in the morning?”  I pointed at Bea, who pursed her lips in comic defiance.  “You’re buying replacements. Oscar and El Chonk 2.0. So you don’t have to tell them their pets died. You’re that mom!”

       “You’ll understand someday,” Bea said, still in her light, singsong voice. “Mwa, see you tonight!” 

      I shook my head at my sister’s retreating form, marveling at her ability to avoid facing reality, not to mention jog in heels, till she and Lana vanished through the door of Fur and Fins.

      Leaving me to text Elliot my regrets and ask myself, What the hex have I done?
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      The annoying thing about courage is if you ever show the slightest amount, you’ll be forced to do so over and over again.

      Having braved small talk with Bea, for example, meant now I had to tell my very old-fashioned mentor that I’d signed us up to host a fancy Beige Witch event, one with the potential to go viral. Gran would not be thrilled—understatement.

      Which is why I’d put off mentioning it until kitchen cleanup, fifteen minutes after closing.

      Still, I wasn’t expecting her to literally drop her broom mid-sweep onto the tile.

      “You’re … letting a coven of Beige Witches loose in the bakery?” My mentor’s warm, weathered face had gone grave, and her pitch was climbing to a squeaky register. “The bakery Granny Marj founded and entrusted to me?” 

      “Well, yeah, but only for two hours,” I reassured her, more than a little taken aback. “You should have seen Bea’s face, she was so relieved. And we’re making five hundred dollars of pure profit.” Gran could be mollified by appealing to her values. Like thrift. Family. Cleanliness. “She promised to tidy up after the event,” I added.

      “Oh, please.” Gran swatted away my delusions like mosquitoes. “I love Beatrice, but nothing can eradicate glitter. It’s like tiny, sparkling cockroaches. To say nothing of the fact that Beige Witches don’t really clean, they cover the mess with glamours — oh, and perfume. The thought of all those volatile magical molecules bouncing around my bakery for days, or weeks  …” She shook her fist in a way no one under eighty could pull off unironically. “Mark my words, you’ll regret this fool idea.”

      “Remember when you said I’d regret my ‘crazy donut cart’?” I called her out gently. “That’s not going too badly, is it?”

      Gran paused, hazel eyes darting to the left. “Fair point. It’s a runaway success, and that’s all down to your dedication.” Her gaze sparkled with pride and a little curmudgeonly curiosity. “Don’t know how you put up with them tourists yakking at you first thing in the blessed morning! Must’ve got Herb’s patience along with his magic.”

      I felt myself relax an inch. It was refreshing to hear Gran affirm Dad’s recent self-revelation: that he was a Green Warlock. Updating the sexist myth that only girls could do magic.

      “So you’re saying the patience part didn’t come from you,” I teased her.

      Gran let out a small cackle. “More’s the pity,” she croaked out. “Or I’d have made a mint.”

      I smiled back. “Maybe event-hosting will be a moneymaker too. Our next big thing.”

      “No, Hazel dear.” Her features suddenly turned dark again. “The next big thing will be you cursing life tomorrow when you wake up to a bakery full of glitter and stink, the dang floor sticky with kombucha or some fool thing —”

      A text burbled in. 

      “Sorry, Gran, I have to look. It might be Kleo.”

      “Oh pffft, if it’s Kleo, then by all means ignore me and my warnings.” Gran had rarely sounded so punchy. “But I’ll be darned if I break my back sweeping for a bunch of Beigeys. Sage out.” She snapped her fingers to poof back to her cottage.

      Maybe it was time for Gran to drop her hours down again, I thought irritably as I stooped to snatch the wooden broom lying across the floor before I tapped to read the text from Unknown Number:

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Hazel! [image: waving hand, medium-light skin tone] This is Kleo’s assistant, Leanne [image: white heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I want to run a few fun little ideas by you, nothing too wild, don’t worry, I know it’s a bit short notice [image: see-no-evil monkey][image: grinning squinting face][image: melting face]

      

      

      

      

      

      There were literally emojis after every sentence. The hell? It was like getting texts from a baby.

      Only the last-minute requests dinging in were all too grown-up and sophisticated.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kleo’s thinking ‘June affogato’ for signature bevvy, can you work with that concept? [image: smiling face with sunglasses][image: tumbler glass][image: ice cream][image: hot beverage]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        And for the bites she’s envisioning a Hatha Yoga theme, baked ‘asanas’ would be the perfect mindful indulgence [image: cookie][image: shortcake][image: woman in lotus position, light skin tone]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        K says clean, monounsaturated / prefer monkfruit if you have it

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at my phone as if it were demon-possessed. This Kleo person sounded like a real handful. Why’d Bea even give them my number?

      I selected every one of Leanne’s texts and lobbed them all at my sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        here you go! since you’re handling setup [image: winking face with tongue]

      

      

      

      

      

      Setting a boundary felt satisfying.

      Until my messages to Bea just sat there, delivered and unread.

      Maybe she’d deployed one of those apps that chide you for texting and driving?

      I waited a few minutes, then called Bea. It went to voicemail.

      Feeling slightly panicked, I considered calling Mother next—hard nope—and fired off an SOS to the group chat instead, begging Max and Britt to come by and offer moral support.

      Britt:

      
        
          
            
              
        babe I CANNOT. Graham drove two hours so we could have the knock down drag out about who’s moving in with who. Quadruple-charge Bea for being a [image: ghost]. You got this!

      

      

      

      

      

      Max:

      
        
          
            
              
        [image: index pointing up, light skin tone]What she said. I’m on a date with Codename Batgirl and she’s doing the “you’re amazing but” thing over small plates. Something something my “lack of connection to shifter culture” makes me not “girlfriend material.” Fun night [image: melting face]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Oof.

      

      

      

      

      

      Britt:

      
        
          
            
              
        That sucks man.

      

      

      

      

      

      Poor Max. Of all the bruises to push on, her being a shifter adopted by Ordinals—and never taught shifter ways—was the most tender.

      Unknown number again:

      
        
          
            
              
        K says can you please let us know how our asks land with you and if there are any issues on your end?[image: folded hands, medium-light skin tone][image: ear, light skin tone][image: smiling face]

      

      

      

      

      

      Ugh, still no Bea, and now that the bakery was involved, our rep was at stake. My fingers tapped the glass, thankful this Leanne witch couldn’t see my furious face.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nope, sounds perfect!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Great, we’ll be there soon for setup and sound check and taste testing, K says mmm [image: winking face][image: sparkles][image: white heart][image: mage, medium-light skin tone]

      

      

      

      

      

      With a sigh, I googled the word “asanas.”

      At 5:40, my hands were sore from hand-piping Om symbols and tiny yogis frozen in their poses onto sugar cookie squares spread with jewel-toned royal icing in indigo and saffron.

      I pressed my thumb to the corner of the nearest cookie and murmured a simple charm: steady, settle, be where you are. A grounding blessing, the kind I could do half asleep. The grassy green of it rose up, awkwardly plain and natural against all that jewel-toned icing, then sank in and was gone. Not my finest casting. But I’ve never once sent a baked good out my door bare and I wasn’t about to start.

      “I don’t know what smells better, those cookies or you,” growled a low voice.

      A tall, muscular man filled the kitchen doorway as perfectly as he filled out his tan police uniform, looking at me as if he wanted to devour me. Elliot’s shifter senses could only parse the nuances of witch-magic when he was in animal form, but even as a human he could faintly perceive it as a glowing enhancement to my looks, my voice, even my scent. He said it made me irresistible.

      “Crow!” My heartbeat quickened. “What are you doing here?”

      “Sheriff wants more boots on the ground on waterfront tonight. One of the bars is doing two-for-one Espresso Martinis.” He shrugged and ran a hand through his short, dark hair. “Some chemical combos don’t mix well—especially for Ordinals.” His gaze turned to the racks. “I thought you were hosting only, not catering too.”

      You and me both. “Yeah, well, one thing led to another.” I held out my hands like it was no big deal.

      “This is how people turn into workaholics, Hazel.” His look was playfully stern.

      “You’re one to talk,” I fired back, always happy to spar with this man. “You didn’t have to pick up an extra shift.”

      He shrugged, his eyes grinning. “If I can’t be with you tonight, I might as well make a few more bucks for us to spend. Especially since I’m taking the holiday off. And …” He paused dramatically. “So are you.”

      “Uh, what?” That was news to me. Gran always kept the bakery open from eight to two on July Fourth, reasoning it was a holiday whose main festivities—cookouts and fireworks—happened in the afternoon and evening. For the same reason, I didn’t mind working that day and, since we were often the only option for coffee that morning, we gave away tons of free red-white-and-blue cookie samples and always scooped up a few new regulars.

      He winked. “Yes. I worked it out with your boss, too. She and your espresso slaves will fill in on that day because … I have a surprise for you.”

      He crossed the kitchen in two strides and kissed me, one hand cupping my jaw. He smelled like squad car coffee and cold night air and when he leaned in, I felt him breathe me in the way only a shifter can—like I was something special, to be cataloged and kept. A treasure.

      “Don’t make any plans for the Fourth,” he murmured against my mouth.

      Then he was gone, the back door swinging behind him, and the kitchen felt ten degrees colder without him in it.

      A surprise. From Elliot. My mind went straight to the place I’d been trying not to let myself hope about: his family’s Fourth of July party. The big one. The one his entire flock came home for, as well as their raccoon, wolf, coyote, and other assorted crow allies who celebrated with them. Per Max, it was an unholy blend of board meeting, picnic, and Irish wake, capped off by a dramatic fireworks display over the lake.

      Even Elliot, who had a history with the stuffy, conservative uncle who organized the event, attended every year with his parents. I’d met them exactly twice, and while Elliot hadn’t explicitly named me as his girlfriend, he’d acted normal around them: holding my hand, rubbing my back, smoothing my hair. We had pleasant conversations, mostly about baking.

      He’d never once mentioned bringing me to this yearly event, but that didn’t bother me because I got the sense it was for shifters and spouses. Not a girlfriend of six months who, in their minds at least, might not last.

      Now my mind was running wild, picturing a park full of crow shifters sizing up the Green Witch one of their kin had taken up with.

      You don’t know that’s it, my rational self whispered. Could be concert tickets. Could be a weekend in a cute mountain cabin.

      Could be him finally letting me see where he came from.

      I let myself want it for about four seconds, then went back to frosting tiny, serene yogis for a roomful of women about to lose their minds.

      Half an hour later, I still hadn’t heard from Bea and was low-key wondering if I’d wronged her in some way and this was her cruel revenge, when our door chimes startled me.

      Through the swinging half-door charged a striking red-headed witch, her six-foot, curvy frame draped in a tailored suit of herringbone tweed. Wide-legged trousers and softly waved tresses lent her 1940s movie star vibes crossed with vintage girl-boss executive—was such a thing trending? How the hell would I know? I couldn’t begin to guess her age, because glamours.

      It had to be Kleo. She was flanked by a slight young woman hefting shopping bags.

      “Hazel, hello! I’m Leanne!” The assistant greeted me in a breathless soprano, rushing to the nearest counter to set her bags down. “Those look amazing,” she gushed without looking at my cookie racks, then pushed up the sleeves of her baggy jumpsuit and got busy unpacking glass votive holders, flame-less candles, incense sticks, glitter jars and inexplicably a stack of beauty mirrors with tortoiseshell or mother-of-pearl frames.

      “Leanne.” The redhead didn’t so much as glance at her. “The serum sample gift boxes are still in the car. Now, please.”

      “Right—yes, sorry.” Leanne abandoned the bags and scurried back out.

      Which left me alone with the star.

      The redhead’s gaze darted around the industrial kitchen with a mix of amusement and ennui that gave me a sinking feeling I’d be working hard for those five hundred dollars.

      Stay calm and professional now; yell at Bea later.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said to her, trying not to be intimidated by this glamorous Beige Witch star who seemed to swagger standing still. I wiped my palms on my apron and willed my voice steady. “It’s an honor to host one of Kleo Moss’s famous Truth Bomb Salons.”

      “Indeed.” Finally, she acknowledged me with commanding eyes that matched her grey suit print.  “Bet a small town like this doesn’t see too many stars in person.”

      I gritted my teeth. High on yourself, much?

      “Not your kind, no,” I agreed, trying Gran’s folksy cadence on for size. ”But on a clear summer night, we get a view of the whole Milky Way.”

      The redhead gave me a look like I just might be the village idiot. Let her think whatever. After tonight, I’d never think of Kleo Moss again, that was for sure. 

      She squinted at me. “Who do you remind me of?”

      “Probably my sister,” I said, remembering that Bea had hosted a small get-together for Kleo last night in her home. “Bea and I share a nose in common.” If not much else.

      “Bea Holloway’s your sister?” The redhead’s left eyebrow arched. “That explains why we’re doing this in some old bakeshop, not my fabulous rooftop orangery.”

      That comment got on my last nerve.

      “Honestly, yep, that’s the only reason I agreed to this,” I said, giving up a bit on professional. “Trust me, I would never  …” Orangery. I trailed off as it clicked. “You’re not Kleo,” I stated. “You’re⁠—”

      “Jessica Farrow,” the stately redhead intoned as if she were announcing an award. She snapped her fingers at the corner booth, and a fancy VIP sign appeared on the table. Glancing at her hands for the first time, I saw they looked decades more mature than her face; the nails lacquered a hard signal red. Hands, according to Mother, were notoriously tough to glamour. Jessica plonked her Chanel purse down and sat.

      “If you mistook me for a slip of a girl half my age, then you know nothing about her or this event,” she asserted, smoothing a fiery lock behind one ear to regard me with newfound curiosity. “You really have no clue what your sister’s dragged you into.”

      The blood sizzled in my veins. This witch. What a busybody. Bea wasn’t exaggerating for once. How desperate for power do you have to be to show up hours early to an event you’re not hosting, just to boss around the star’s assistant and talk smack?

      “I’m not worried,” I said. “My sister can tell me what i need to know when she gets here. Any minute⁠—”

      “Bea Holloway went dark several hours ago,” Jessica said flatly, and my stomach twisted. “Knowing about my offer, her people called me. The venue was paid for, and I do hate waste. Someone had to step up. So here I am.”

      I didn’t care about Jessica’s smug self-branding. All I heard was Bea went dark. “That’s not like her. Something must have come up.” Something serious. Should I be calling hospitals? Or at least calling her husband?

      “Look, a lot of people get cold feet about Kleo,” she said at last. “The woman’s talent is unearthing deep dark secrets. Let’s not forget she’s ruined people—though, that was before they banned cameras,” she added as if she was reassuring someone. Herself? “There’s no nice way to put it. Your sister panicked and ghosted.”

      “Impossible, Bea doesn’t do those things. And she has nothing to hide.” I might be annoyed with my sister, but I didn’t like the brush this witch was painting her with. I crossed my arms, trying not to think of how weird she’d been acting this morning. “She’s having a rough day, is all.”

      “Yes, I heard about the tragic tank incident.” Her tone was half amused, half withering. “Is that kind of thing typical for Gather?”

      I pursed my lips shut. Lady, do not make me defend Gather.

      Flits of light in my peripheral vision pulled me out of my spicy thoughts. Leanne was back, a teetering tower of red-and-rose-gold gift boxes balanced against her chest, “Loungevity” stamped across every lid.

      Where had I seen that logo, those colors? Those soft-focus billboards on the interstate — eternal youth, relight your flame. Ninety minutes away.

      A gimmicky med spa sponsored Kleo’s salon? That tracked. The red struck me as an odd choice, but I supposed when you were selling eternal youth, your branding had to go bold.

      And Jessica’s mane, I noticed idly, was the exact red of her own gift boxes. Branded down to the follicle.

      “Do you, um, have any more chairs?” Leanne had set down the boxes and stood in front of me, hands tucked behind her back. From her nonchalant tone I could tell she’d panic if I said no.

      “Just some lawn-type ones in the storage closet,” I said. “But they’re hard and uncomfortable.”

      “Oh, that’s okay.” Her face betrayed relief. “As long as the structure’s sound, I can make them match the rest. No one will care once the truth bombs start falling—they’ll be too busy freaking out.”

      And then she was off, working methodically through the bakery, glamouring the Art déco tiles to honey-glossed hardwood, the empty cold cases to abstract, geometric gold statues. Our colorful mix-and-match seating became understated neutral mix-and-match seating in bone, eggshell, and buttered popcorn—fifty shades of beige. Her magic moved fast and sure, far more competent than her giggly texts had led me to expect. Luckily, the powdery, vanilla scent of her magical signature was mild.

      “Let’s talk affogato,” Jessica said after sampling the asana bites and deeming them acceptable. By now she was starting to feel like my benevolent new boss. “How’s your latte art?”

      “Huh? Oh, well, I think I can handle squirting little dots of salted cara⁠—”

      “Please list any current certifications.”

      Her face was hospital-serious, and my argument melted in my throat. It always came back to Instagram with these people. “I’ll call the barista team,” I muttered. “See if they can lend a hand.”

      Everything started happening at once, the way it does at large events. The barista team tromped in like a herd of elephants rather than two Green Witch college students who worked here part-time, mostly so I could offer them magical mentoring. They were both buzzing, understandably: Yolanda, an aspiring filmmaker, looked eager to be a fly on the wall and Amethyst had a girl crush on Beige Witches, collectively—highly atypical for a Green Witch but Amethyst was a first gen, raised by Ordinals.

      The bakery soon filled with Beige Witches and their entourages—and I mean filled. Every lawn chair had a well-dressed bottom sitting on it, and half a dozen stragglers stood in the back. How was it possible we had such a Beige Witch community in Blue Moon Bay? Was it my imagination, or had the town gotten significantly more Beige in the last decade?

      From my post at the counter, I recognized no one in the audience except Mother’s old tennis pal, Lizzie Adams.

      Where were Bea and Mother?

      For that matter, where was Kleo? It was seven p.m, her start time, yet Leanne looked unbothered as she handed out beauty mirrors, one for every attendee. Maybe Kleo always rolled in fashionably late?

      Jessica Farrow waited until the place filled before dramatically walking in from the back kitchen at the last second, carrying a pan of Earl Grey mini cupcakes as if she’d baked them herself. The audience couldn’t help gazing up as her grey leather footfalls announced her importance. She understood how to claim credit and authority, and it was exactly at that moment that Mother walked in with Bea at her side.

      Mother’s face immediately soured as Jessica mugged from her VIP booth. Bea looked blank, exhausted. She was still wearing the same outfit from this morning, and her hair looked messy. Not actually messy but normal. Not Beige-perfect. She searched me out, held up her phone, and mouthed, “Check your texts.”

      I rolled my eyes before I did.

      
        
          
            
              
        So sorry, something came up!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        A boring kid-related thing – I’m happy to tell you all the details if you want!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Anyway you did a great job setting up, leave the cleanup to me. Hope you don’t mind, I grabbed your keys to lock up. [image: white heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      She’d sent a photo of herself standing in the bakery’s back hallway, holding up my key ring that she’d just swiped off its nail on the antique broomstick hanging from the wall. Must have teleported just now. Showoff.

      She couldn’t fool me with that “boring, kid-related thing.” It was an obvious attempt—a rather insulting one—to keep me from asking questions about her absence and unkempt look. But at least she was acting like her dependable, overachieving self again.

      The last thing I wanted to do after this nonsense was spend an hour night-cleaning with Jessica as my hovering VIP supervisor.

      I was getting impatient watching Leanne, who had a perfectionist streak, raise and lower her hands to magically adjust the bakery’s lighting, and was feeling antsy for the event to start already, when I smelled a strong, spicy, clove-scented magic and the room’s gravity seemed to shift. Static crackled in my ear as a gust of wind blew the door open.

      “It’s truth-time,” said a soft, singsong voice that seemed to be everywhere at once.

      The audience went wild. “Kleo, Kleo, Kleo!”

      The small-framed witch walked in with no more ceremony than an alley cat, looking younger than her own assistant in a lavender lace micro mini-dress that matched her pastel-tinted bangs. Large, dark-purple eyes peered from an elfin face. Her gaze looked somehow older than the rest of her, as if she’d seen too much. With every eye on her, Kleo owned the space under her skinny heels, walking to the makeshift stage area with a knowing smile that radiated magical energy. Energy that felt scrappy and defiant. Possibly also a little nuts.

      Jessica looked at me as if to say, Clueless Green Witch, mistaking me for that little live-wire?

      “Here we are again, friends,” Kleo said softly to the crowd, as if they were long-lost companions instead of strangers who’d paid to be enlightened or humiliated by her — whatever it was she was selling here. Again, her voice seemed like it was being piped directly into my eardrums at a very low volume. “Thank you for coming to my Truth Bomb salon. I want to start by saying I love you all and that whatever happens tonight, I can only ask for your forgiveness.”

      “We forgive you, ourselves, and each other,” the audience replied like this was suddenly a weird church.

      The static happened every time she spoke—was her voice … glamoured? I’d glamoured my voice a few times, but not in front of another witch. It wasn’t a common enough spell for me to be familiar with all the potential side effects.

      “Remember,” Kleo added, “I’m nothing more than a conduit for your truth. But don’t worry, I have my own truth and that, I will own in front of you all.”

      With that, she reached into the cuff of her lace sleeve and produced a small glass sphere — clouded and milky, the size of a robin’s egg, a smoky tornado swirling inside it. She held it up so the front rows could ooh and ahh, and turned it once in the light.

      “I go first," she said. "Always." And she dashed it against her own collarbone.

      The magic broke open like a struck match — that same clove-and-carnation I’d caught when she walked in, only now it flooded the room, sharp enough to sting the back of my throat. Even from behind the counter, I felt it land. This was no parlor glamour. Whatever Leanne had done to my tiles was a coat of paint; this magic exposed the psychic structure underneath, and it was strong.

      It bloomed off Kleo in waves, making her lavender lace dress shimmer till it stretched into a long, velvety robe. She sprouted teased hair next. A chunky crucifix necklace. One hand flung up to heaven, a tent revival preacher mid-sermon. The robe peeled itself away to reveal a showgirl blazing in a rhinestone lavaliere, chin tipped up, daring the room. The showgirl hardened into a slumped figure in prison orange, face hooded in shadows. Through every change, she stood dead center, calm as still water, watching her own selves rise and fall while the crowd lifted their mirrors to catch each one.

      The audience seemed to know what it all meant, but I felt lost. Were these looks symbolic of her past eras, the lives she'd shed on the way to becoming Kleo Moss? Her buried selves? Her deepest insecurities — if a woman like Kleo even had those?

      What got under my skin, though, wasn’t the costumes. The patter had been practiced; she’d done this a hundred times. But the magic itself wasn’t tidy. It guttered at the edges, flared too hot, like a thing she was riding rather than steering.

      “This is my truth, ladies.” The glamour flickered, and Kleo was back in the pretty clothes she’d put on for the show. “I’m a messy girl.” Her beats were so natural, I had to remind myself it was all a show. “And I’m still laughing. Why?”

      “’Cuz I’m still breathing!” the entire room roared back, every voice at once.

      Kleo spread her arms, mirrors flashing all around her. “Come on in,” she said. “The water’s nasty, but I like it. You will too.” Her purple eyes swept the crowd and snagged, just for a second, on me. “Who’s next?”

      Somewhere in my stomach, a trapdoor swung open. The roller coaster had started, and I was strapped in for the whole ride.
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