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      It takes two to solve a murder right!

      Stevie here and it’s my fortieth birthday. Woo-hoo!

      Win’s prepared a low-key evening for me (see no acrobats and jugglers) at one of my new favorite places and new business in Eb Falls--Trish the Dish Pottery!

      You read that right, pottery. There’s nothing like getting my hands covered (my clothes, too) in wet clay as I work the wheel. It’s my latest passion, and while I stink at it (I really do), I love it and my goal to to make a canister to house my beloved Twinkies was well on its way.

      Win prepared an evening of pottery and friends for my birthday and it was beautiful. Except for one small thing, Trish Lemmon, owner and all ‘round amazing pottery teacher, ends up dead.

      It’s my party and I’ll cry if I want to—and I do, but once I dry my tears, I’m determined to find out who killed Trish. Yet, as we unravel Trish’s personal life, her past, we find deep, dark secrets she worked hard to keep burried and hidden—forever.

      Things go from bad to worse as we stumble on secret after secret while we try to catch a killer. Join me and the gang for yet another adventure filled with magic, mayhem and mystery!
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      Welcome again to Witched and Hitched in Seattle Mysteries! I hope the summer’s treated you well, and you’re as ready for fall as I am.

      Please note, I’ve created a fictional piece of evidence for the crime depicted herein. It’s all just made up, and if you know anything about me, I’m sure you’re not surprised. Any and all mistakes are mine. Also note, there may be triggers about domestic abuse for some mentioned herein, but not in any way graphically depicted. Please use caution.

      I hope you enjoy #SteWin’s latest adventure. They’ll be back next year with more! If I don’t see you before then, and if you celebrate, have a wonderful holiday season!

      Love,

      Dakota
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      “You didn’t!” I squealed in utter delight, my eyes scanning the interior decorated with banners made of fresh hydrangeas and peonies at my newest favorite haunt, Trish the Dish Pottery.

      Yes. I’ve taken up pottery as a hobby. I stink to high heaven at it. Like a boy’s forgotten-gym-socks-stuffed-into-a-duffle-bag kind of stink. If you could only see the gaggle of lopsided vases I’ve made since I began. Vases Win now proudly displays in his office as though I’m a kindergartner who made him an ashtray for Christmas.

      They’re awful.

      I’m awful.

      I can’t seem to get the spinny thing to spin in my favor.

      I mean the pottery wheel, of course. No matter what I do, no matter how many classes I attend, no matter the YouTube videos I watch in almost all of my spare time since I began this obsession, I still can’t get it right.

      But I don’t care. There’s nothing like the feel of the cool, wet clay on my fingertips as I emptied my mind of everything but trying to make a canister.

      That was the goal when I began. A canister. Period. I’m not sure why I decided I needed a canister, other than one day when my beloved Twinkie stash got so out of control, it spilled out of one of the kitchen cabinets and onto the floor, where Whiskey grabbed three or four and took off.

      I spent twenty minutes prying them from his slobbery jaws of steel, desperately afraid he’d get worms

      And if you’re wondering why I had enough Twinkies to fall out of a cabinet, I buy in bulk, baby. You never know when you’re going to need the comfort of, as Win calls them, a spongey cake filled with gritty goo. Maybe after you’ve been held at gunpoint by a murderer, perhaps?

      Anyway, I don’t even know why I didn’t simply buy one, but I’d been in town earlier that day, and I’d seen Trish Lemmon’s shop and all the people inside, laughing and having fun, sipping wine or tea or coffee. Right then, I decided I needed a hobby.

      Win has his gardening club, and poker with Dana and his buddies. He’s part of a history club where they discuss all things war planes, and he’d recently joined a jogging group. Five days a week at seven sharp, he and his club of sweaty, fancy-running-shoe buddies, both male and female, ran three miles.

      Bleh. You all know how I feel about exercise. So I stand on the porch, cup of coffee in hand, and wave him off with a salute and a smile.

      Then, because Win appears to thrive on physical activity far more than I’ll ever understand, he also joined a pickle ball club. One night a week, he plays with Dana and his cop buddies while I lounge around my fancy sitting room in our bedroom and watch Investigation ID, eating…well, eating Twinkies.

      However, all my husband’s activities inspired me to do something with the time I have on my hands lately. Madam Zoltar’s only filled up a small stretch during each morning. I mean, I can only summon up ghosts for so many hours in a day.

      Besides, the summer tourist season had been slow as molasses uphill in the wintertime here in Eb Falls. Our customers were fewer and further between as of late. It’s just one of those summers, I guess.

      I’m feeling a little lost these days, I suppose, and I can’t explain why, or what I need to find to fill up my time the way Win has.

      I could have filled my days with crime-solving, if I chose.

      You’ll remember there was that line of people outside my door after our return from our honeymoon in Italy, and all the emails we’d received from people who wanted to hire us to solve anything and everything because they’d seen me in a high-profile case on TV and splashed all over the Internet.

      But as we’d sorted through them, we’d found most of them weren’t life or death. We’d also discovered, accidentally coming upon a murder was very different from being hired to solve one.

      Our habit of stumbling onto murder scenes was one thing; to have someone expect we’d find whatever it was they were looking for, with the expectation we’d find it, was quite another.

      Besides, the list of people, the amount of email that had poured in, was overwhelming. If we worked 24/7, we’d never be able to help them all. Not in a hundred lifetimes. I love a good mystery, but not at the risk of someone’s expectations getting dashed.

      Imposter syndrome had hit me hard since our tussle with Tarah. You know, Win’s evil twin Balthazar’s fling, who’d come to extort money from us? That’s the tussle I mean.

      We hadn’t exactly solved-solved the case, so much as stumbled onto the drug lord responsible for kidnapping Tarah’s daughter (Win’s legitimate niece) by mistake, and that bothered me no end. I should be so much better at this by now. I should have been able to follow the clues and figure out who’d kidnapped Ricky. But it didn’t happen that way.

      I’ve been having a crisis of faith in my crime-solving abilities as of late. Another reason I’d decided to take up a hobby. It might keep me from spending all my time fretting over what I couldn’t change.

      So we’d kindly declined everyone requesting our help and that had left us without much to do. Except to feel guilty. I felt incredible guilt for not taking on some of the cases we were emailed about.

      Anyway, that’s what led me to hobby-hunt. Originally, I was going to take a painting class or accordion lessons. Mr. Beerbaum gives them at the high school one evening a week, but when I mentioned it, Belfry winced and reminded me of my oboe days of yore.

      Suffice it to say, a musical instrument in my hands is an ear-shattering mistake.

      Thus, pottery.

      Where was I? Oh, a canister. I wanted to make a canister.

      So far? No such luck. The last canister attempt I made for my beloved Twinkie stash? Well, let’s just say it could hold Twinkies if Twinkies were the size of peanuts. I just can’t seem to get the hang of throwing sides.

      I mean, I throw ’em, all right—all over the place. Clay everywhere. And I do mean everywhere. All over me. All over the store. All over my pottery neighbor, who very kindly declined my efforts to “help” by wiping up the mess I’d made on his shirt with a damp paper towel.

      Anyway, I persist, and knowing how in love I was with the owner of the shop of my newfound passion, my sensei of clay, my guru of earthenware—and thanks to his promise to not make my fortieth birthday a big deal—Win had obviously arranged something private with Trish.

      Win smiled his handsome smile at me, holding out his hand to pull me over the threshold of Trish’s shop, so beautifully decorated in my honor.

      “I rented the space for the evening. Happy fortieth, Dove,” he whispered against my lips.

      I inhaled his cologne as he pulled me into the store and tucked me into his embrace.

      I smiled against his broad chest, letting my cheek rest on his immaculate shirt. “Thank you for honoring my wish by not making a big deal out of this. It’s beautiful. Perfect in every way.”

      And it truly was beautiful. There were fresh flowers everywhere, blue and purple hydrangeas in vases (obviously not made by me, because they were actually capable of holding water), pale blue and lilac balloons, and battery-operated candles, giving the shop a soft, romantic glow.

      I wanted a low-key day, thank you very much. Win’s known for his lavish parties, complete with jugglers, world-famous chefs, and Cirque du Soleil gymnasts—the works.

      Our wedding day is a prime example of his extravagant tendencies. It had been beautiful—I mean, except for the murderer. That aside, Win did everything out of love for me, and I loved him in return for it, but I wanted something more intimate for my fortieth.

      “Shall we, Mrs. Spy?” he asked, pointing to the spinning wheel already holding a block of clay, just waiting for me to violate it with my man-hands.

      I gave him a flirtatious bat of my eyelashes. “Absolutely, Mr. International Man of Mystery.”

      He tugged me toward the chair in front of the wheel, where I sat down, preparing to savor the cool clay on my warm fingertips—when Win pulled up a chair behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist to nuzzle my neck.

      My heart fluttered in my chest. “Excuse me, sir. How will I ever make the worst coffee mug to ever grace the planet with you back there, canoodling me?”

      “But I thought you loved the movie Ghost?”

      I giggled at his warm breath on my neck, then tucked my hair behind my ears before cracking my knuckles. “Are we recreating Ghost or are we here to make the most pathetic canister ever?”

      “Can’t we do both?” Win whispered.

      I squirmed, my stomach full of butterflies. “We could, but I can’t concentrate when you do that. Now, get your own wheel, buddy. I’m on a Twinkie holder mission. Scram!” Craning my neck, I dropped a quick kiss on his lips before returning my attention to the hum of the wheel.

      Win moved away, the warmth of his chest against my back evaporating. “’Tis just as well. I need to speak to Trish about the rest of the evening I’ve planned anyway. It’ll do me little good to try to focus when I’m hot and bothered.”

      I grinned, but then I paused, tucking my ruffled sundress skirt between my legs so I wouldn’t shred it on the wheel. Yes. That happened. I told you, I stink at this.

      My eyebrow rose. “The rest of the evening? I thought you were gifting me with a low-key fortieth?”

      “And I am adhering to your wishes, Dove, as asked. However, I didn’t think you’d want to celebrate such an auspicious day without the people who love you most. As in Dana, Chester, Bel and Sandwich, of course…and several of the novice potters you’ve made friends with here in class.”

      Cheese and rice. I hoped he didn’t invite the poor guy I’d eviscerated with clay. Elrod Donovan, a tightly-wound middle-aged man who’d lost his wife a couple of years ago, he was just getting back out into society again to mingle.

      And to say he was perturbed that I’d created chaos while he was trying to get chummy with the equally widowed Susan Sanford was an understatement.

      “Why would you invite people from my class?”

      His brow wrinkled as he drove his hands into the pockets of his crisp trousers. “Because when I was here making arrangements, they asked if they could come, Dove. You have lunched with several of them, haven’t you? I thought surely you’d enjoy their company.”

      Indeed. I’d lunched with a couple of them. That is to say, I’d lunched, they’d picked. While I was devouring a greasy cheeseburger at our local diner, with equally greasy fries covered in bacon bits, Felicia Biddleston and Sissy Hartwell were picking at their kale-and-carrot salads, with dressing on the side (of course), all while they food-shamed me with their eyeballs of disbelief.

      All that to say, I didn’t have much in common with them at all. Somehow, they’d gotten the impression I was a trophy-ish wife (I’m a little old for that, but brains aren’t their first line of defense).

      Due to the fact that Win was rich, and I wore designer clothes that they had no idea were thrift shop finds, and I lounged around all day shopping online and planning my next manicure…

      Wait.

      No. No-no. Hold the phone. That is not what I do all day. I realize I’ve lacked motivation to do much lately, but that’s not how I spend my days. I walk on the beach. I read. I garden with Chester.

      I work at Madam Zoltar’s in the morning hours. I have dinner with Win and Bel. We have Dana over for dinner often, too. I have a bigger life than online shopping, thank you very much.

      I don’t want to say they’re vapid, but they’re vapid. And shallow. I’m just living my truth. I try to find the good in everyone, and they’re good at being vapid and shallow.

      I said what I said.

      But Felicia and Sissy weren’t my cup of tea for more reasons than their paltry diets and manicure dates. They loved to gossip about people in our class, about customers sitting at the other tables during lunch. About people they knew in Eb Falls—they loved to gossip period. And when they weren’t gossiping, they were talking about things like their pool boys or the trips they were taking to Aspen.

      Regardless, I felt out of place in their company, and I hoped they weren’t coming to this intimate gathering.

      Wrapping my hands around the block of clay, I wrinkled my nose. “I’m going to be very petty and say it out loud, I hope you didn’t invite Felicia and Sissy.”

      He cocked his head. “I don’t recall those names. Are they the ladies who eat kale and talk about their nails, Dove?”

      I laughed. “They are, and I’m glad you don’t recall them. They’re mean.”

      “Then you’ll be happy to know, I invited Mrs. Bloom, Franklin Tuttle, Dennis Warner and Mae Chung. You enjoy their company, yes?”

      I smiled as the wheel began to turn and the cool clay spread under my fingers. “I didn’t have lunch with them. We had ginseng tea and tiny cucumber sandwiches, the combined efforts of Mae and Mrs. Bloom, from China and your beloved country, Great Britain, respectively. We had a midafternoon snack. It was lovely and so are they. Thank you for inviting them.”

      I had far more in common with them than I ever would with Felicia and Sissy and their kale salads. We’d talked books and movies and life. Not to mention, the culture Mae and Mrs. Bloom brought to the table with the stories of their lives before they’d come to Eb Falls had been a treat.

      Win looked at his watch and pursed his lips. “Speaking of your pottery friends, I’d better find Trish. We have a birthday dinner to tend to.”

      I almost didn’t hear him, I was so immersed in my quest to make a canister. But I did hear the word dinner, and my stomach rumbled in response.

      “Ms. Lemmon?” he called out, staring toward the backroom of the store, separated from the front by a colorful curtain of hanging beads.

      She must have answered, because Win said, “No rush. Do handle whatever it is you need. I’m simply double checking the shrimp has been properly iced.”

      I was actually making some headway on my canister, and when it comes to the pottery wheel, I can only focus on one task at a time, so I didn’t pay much attention to their conversation or Trish’s response.

      “Also,” I heard Win say, his deep cultured voice resonant in my ears, even with the hum of the wheel. “The cake? That has been delivered, yes?”

      Okay, that made me lose my focus. I mean, it’s cake, right? “Oooh, cake! There’s a reason I married you, handsome.”

      I heard him chuckle. “I know you so well, Dove. And I know you well enough to remind you there are other courses before the cake.”

      Snickering, I took that second to look up—and that’s when everything went kaplooey.

      “Argh!” I bellowed, jumping up from my chair to turn the wheel off as quickly as I could. But that didn’t keep me from getting clay spatter all over my face, my hair, my sundress.

      “Dove!” Win hurried toward me with a roll of paper towel, handing it to me so we could wipe me down.

      Naturally, the fabric of my dress was white. Ugh.

      Blowing my hair from my face, I swiped at the spatters, but it was futile. Clucking my tongue, I made a face, letting my hands slap against my thighs.

      “Welp, it’s official, I really suck at this,” I moaned, while Win gently wiped clay from my eyes with a damp paper towel.

      He pulled me to him, clay spatter rubbing off on his crisp white shirt, tucking the top of my head under his chin. “That’s simply not true, Dove. Practice makes perfect. I have every confidence you’ll eventually make the most beautiful Twinkie canister ever.” He cocked his head toward the backroom where Trish was hiding. “See? You heard her. Even Trish agrees.”

      I frowned, because I hadn’t heard Trish say a word, but whatever. I was too caught up in my misery about my cute sundress and my rapidly stiffening hair.

      As I pulled away from Win, just over his shoulder, through the clay clinging to my eyelashes, I saw Trish.

      “Trish! I’m sorry I made another mess,” I called out, moving away from Win’s embrace to go and give her a hug. I couldn’t see very well with the now dried clay stinging my eyes, but I stumbled toward her anyway, my arms extended.

      Everything got a little hazy from there. Trish looked odd. I mean, not her, per se. She was a pretty lady, with almost waist-length thick gray hair. She tended to wear gauzy, flowing shirts with dolman sleeves or tunics with laced fronts and ankle-length ruffled skirts.

      Her arms were always lined with stretchy beaded bracelets and multiple necklaces draped from her neck.

      Trish’s blue eyes were always bright and alert, her slender figure and petite stature belying her amazing strength. She made vases almost as tall as I am. Rustic, detailed creations I’d fallen in love with. She said making pottery was her purpose—her life.

      We’d bought two matching vases in gorgeous terracotta with shabby scuffs of moss green for our entryway because they were so beautiful. Bel tended to the ferns we’d planted in them, lovingly misting the lush leaves a few times a week.

      Rushing toward her to tell her how grateful I was that she’d allowed Win to rent the entire place, on what was one of the busiest class days of the week, I tripped.

      Because I couldn’t see all that well with my hair and dried bits of clay in my eyes.

      I heard Win call out, “Stephania, what are you doing?” Moments before I stumbled again (go figure) and fell right into Trish.

      Though, maybe it was more like I fell through her like a wisp of smoke, landing directly in the backroom.

      Where I then promptly stumbled over a body—a female, her hair splayed across the rustic wood floor, her alert eyes wide open and glazed, her mouth slack.

      And blood.

      So much blood.

      I blinked and looked back at Trish and connected the dots.

      Now I understood why Trish looked odd. Because she was the body lying on the floor, and the one standing in the backroom doorway was her ghost.

      Sweet magnolia tree.
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      “Win!” I bellowed. “Call 9-1-1!” Pushing my hair out of my eyes, I knelt beside Trish, avoiding the bloodiest parts of the floor, lifting her slender wrist to check for a pulse.

      I knew it was futile, I was almost positive she was dead, but hope with me will always spring eternal.

      Heavens, what a mess. She wasn’t only covered in blood, she was covered in bruises. Her upper arm had a whopper, round with jagged edges. Where her shirt lifted at her torso, there were bruises on her abdomen and by her ribs.

      “Oh, Trish, how did this happen?” I whispered, tears stinging my eyes as I scanned her body, stopping at her forehead, where there was a hole the size of a quarter marring her beautifully smooth, tanned skin. “Who would do this to you?”

      Trish was Mother Earth, kind, gentle, patient.

      Win skidded into the backroom, almost knocking over a cart of gorgeous dinner plates Trish had made just last week. The only cart actually left standing amidst the debris.

      “Stephania! Are you all right?”

      He stopped short when I held up a hand to keep him from slipping in the blood and tainting the crime scene, his phone in hand and ready to dial 9-1-1.

      “Be careful!”

      Without any of my usual crime scene protection on hand, I carefully laid Trish’s wrist back down and backed away, scanning as much of the scene as I could devour with my eyes while Win put the call in to 9-1-1.

      It was clear Trish had put up a heck of a fight. Remnants of projects she’d been working on were scattered across the floor, several of her racks knocked to the ground, chunks of clay everywhere.

      A poster of a Monet painting, one of her favorites titled “Water Lilies,” had been ripped, likely from the struggle, and was left hanging off the wall.

      The heavy metal box she kept her sculpting tools in had been knocked to the ground, the tools in a heap beside her metal chair. I’m still learning all the names of the tools of the trade, but I did know what a ball pein hammer is and what it’s used for.

      Only it hadn’t been used to shape metal, another medium Trish was skilled in. It was covered in blood and had likely been what was used to bludgeon her to death, if the thwacks to her head were any indication.

      I pointed to the corner where the hammer lay and looked to Win. “Murder weapon?”

      Win winced. “She was certainly bludgeoned with something, judging by the hole in her forehead. It would make sense that a hammer was the murder weapon.”

      My stomach sank as the reality of the fate of one of my new favorite people had suffered. I swallowed hard, rubbing at my eyes.

      “But why would they leave the murder weapon behind? Was the perp caught unaware? Did they wear gloves
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