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      Autumn had been a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it time in Brookhaven as October rolled into November. Leaves had turned delightful shades of yellows, reds, and oranges. The air had taken on a crispness I’d never gotten back home in London. Having never experienced such a stark change in seasons, I wasn’t prepared for the way my magic reacted. Admittedly, figuring out the intricacies of my magic wasn’t on my radar when moving to town.

      Happily, my powers continued to flourish even as the temperatures dropped. The plethora of plants situated throughout Tania’s Bed and Breakfast, which I now called home, flowered under my touch. Plus, High Time’s marijuana crop production had tripled thanks to my magic. But the world outside was fading and I felt the sense of impending chill deep in my core. I still wasn’t used to waking up to a fogged-over window or the occasional thin sheet of ice on the windshield of Tania’s VW Bug. After Brookhaven’s first real frost, she’d insisted I use it for my commute. I appreciated the generosity. Although the walk from the B&B to High Time wasn’t long, my start time often meant being up before sunrise.

      Laying hands on the fallen foliage didn’t bring with it a sadness or mourning at the loss of nature’s beauty. Instead, I could feel the promise of new life just waiting to take root and bloom again. Even when the last leaves littered the sidewalks of our tiny town, I could see the potential of what would replace the barren leaves in a few short months. Carrying that beauty in the back of my mind dispelled the chill.

      The autumn sights and smells weren’t the only thing in the air these days. Gerry Webster’s son was set to be married in just a couple days. It was all anyone could talk about, especially at Ginny’s, the local coffee shop.

      I stood by the counter waiting for my to-go order when Ginny appeared carrying several trays of pre-packaged pastries. When I’d first come to town, I pegged her as the town gossip. I’d witnessed her draw information out of the people around her and pass it on in an obnoxious fashion to whoever would listen. In reality, she was a witch like me. But where my powers centered on plants, hers was rooted in the truth.

      Ginny and I hadn’t gotten off on the best of terms when I moved to town a few months ago. That probably had something to do with the fact that I was an unknown entity with magic of my own. Yet after helping to solve not one but two murders, she’d decided I wasn’t so bad to have around. And I had to admit, the coffee she served at her café was the best I’d tasted since leaving England behind. However, winning over Ginny had not improved my social standing with her brother, Chief of Police, Rick Hayes. Thankfully I hadn’t had a reason to run afoul of him in recent weeks.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Gerry seated in his usual booth, newspaper laid out on the table in front of him. He looked up and our gazes met. In seconds he was on his feet, sauntering over to me.

      “Oh, good, I’m glad I caught you,” he said.

      “Something I can help you with?”

      “I just wanted to be sure that you knew you were invited tomorrow for the wedding. I hadn’t gotten your RSVP.”

      “Oh, that’s nice, but I don’t even know your son.” Come to think of it, I didn’t know Gerry well either. Besides, I couldn’t even recall receiving an invitation.

      “He’s invited the whole town,” Ginny piped up. “And an RSVP of no isn’t acceptable.”

      “Ginny’s right, we’ve invited everyone in town and it would really make for a wonderful day to have everyone there.”

      “Well, thank you for the invitation. I’d be happy to attend,” I replied.

      “And bring a date,” Gerry said, as his phone buzzed, pulling him away from the conversation.

      “You want help getting these back to Tania’s?” Ginny asked, leaning on the counter opposite me.

      “Oh, I was just waiting for a coffee to go,” I told her.

      Ginny’s brown eyes narrowed. “She told me you’d be picking up the desserts for the rehearsal dinner tonight.”

      What? Had I missed something?

      I reached for my own phone just as Tania’s number flashed on the screen with an incoming call. “Hi Tania. Everything okay?”

      “I am so sorry, Darcy, with everything going on today, I forgot to ask if you’d mind picking up desserts from Ginny’s on your lunch break.”

      I smiled. “It’s all right. I’m happy to pick them up.”

      There was silence on the line for a moment before Tania let out a frustrated sigh. “The caterer just let me know both of her staff called out sick. She’s down two servers for tonight.”

      Tania had agreed to host the bridal party and their out-of-town guests at Gerry’s request. I’d been the one to plant the seed in his mind. Before my tenancy at the B&B, Tania’s business had struggled to stay afloat. Getting the wedding party booked even just for a few nights was the least I could do to support the woman who’d taken me in and helped me learn to control my magic.

      Despite Tania playing hostess for the next two days, the bride had insisted that her caterer do the rehearsal dinner at the B&B. Tania was gracious enough in allowing a complete stranger to use her kitchen, but I knew it bothered her. Tania was an excellent cook.

      “I get off work at four. I could be back by four fifteen to help you set up. And if it’s really a problem, I could help serve tonight.”

      “Oh, Darcy, gracias. You are a life saver.”

      “I’ll be by in a few with the desserts,” I said and ended the call. To Ginny, who still stood across the counter from me, I announced, “I think I’ll take that help if you don’t mind.”

      “It’s why I offered,” Ginny replied with an air of annoyance.

      She stashed my to-go cup of coffee amongst some of the bags before scooping up half of them into her arms. Together, we walked to the B&B.

      “So, I’ve heard the rumors that Gerry’s son has been married a few times. Do you know what happened?” I broached before we reached the B&B’s front porch.

      “I know you think I’m a gossip,” Ginny began. “But everyone knows he’s been married at least three times. I don’t know any details other than I know he married the first one when he was young and none of them are dead.”

      Tania’s appearance at the front door cut off any other conversation. She ushered us both into the house, through the foyer, and into the kitchen.

      “I’ll see you this afternoon,” I called to Tania before heading back to High Time to finish my shift, Ginny hot on my heels.
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      I sprinted home after my shift to find Tania fussing with the linens in one of the rooms.

      “You know they aren’t going to mind if the linens are perfectly pressed or not,” I reminded Tania two hours before the rehearsal dinner. Out-of-town guests and the wedding party weren’t due to arrive for another hour at least.

      “I will know and my mother raised me to put my best foot forward with guests,” she huffed and went back to ironing the bedsheets for the room set aside for the bridesmaids.

      “Especially paying guests,” Sam called in a sing-song tone as he materialized partway through the closed bedroom door.

      Sam was the B&B’s resident ghost. He wasn’t bound to the property and more often than not could be found down by the boardwalk at sunrise and sunset. He reveled in being sassy, but he was very protective of the B&B and of Tania.

      “You better be on your best behavior,” Tania chided the ghost as she gestured for me to pass one of the pale blue pillowcases sitting on the bed beside me.

      “What? Me? You wound me,” Sam said, feigning offense as his incorporeal form passed through the door and into the room.

      “No spying on the guests,” I reminded him.

      He batted his eyelashes—they were jeweled today—at me. “I thought you liked it when I nosed in on their business. I seem to recall you specifically telling me to do that, not two months ago?”

      He wasn’t wrong. I had asked him to keep an eye on the passengers of a local day cruise who’d been forced to stay at the B&B after one of the other passengers wound up dead. But that had served a purpose since I’d been tracking down a killer.

      “I do not approve of just general snooping. It’s an invasion of privacy, especially when they can’t see you or even know you’re here,” I replied.

      The dark eye makeup Sam sported today turned his translucent complexion ashy as he glared at me. “Thanks for the reminder I’m going to be invisible for the next two days, Darcy,” he whined.

      “It’s not my fault,” I retorted.

      Well, maybe I bore a little responsibility. I had convinced Gerry to ask Tania if the wedding party could be hosted here. But I hadn’t been thinking of Sam when I made the suggestion.

      “All right, both of you that’s enough,” Tania interjected. She set the iron down long enough to check her phone and gave a frustrated sigh. “I suppose you’re right and the linens will have to do. Would you mind making up the last bed? The caterer is on her way over and needs help setting up the dinner.”

      “Happy to help,” I replied and watched as she opened the door, leaving it ajar as she disappeared downstairs.

      “You’re spoiling my fun,” Sam noted as I gathered up the freshly ironed bedsheets and carried them down the hall to the room marked 10.

      “You heard Tania. You’ve got to behave yourself,” I repeated. “We need to be supportive of Tania. We both know she needs this to go well.”

      His lips turned into a pout, but he nodded. “Fine, I won’t go peeping through doors. But you better mind your manners, too, missy.”

      “Me? What’ve I done?” I protested.

      “People think our town is quaint and charming, but we don’t need the tourists knowing just how supernatural we are. No coaxing the flowers in the dining room to buck up.”

      I wanted to argue that I didn’t do that, but couldn’t. I’d grown far more comfortable using my powers around the B&B. Tania had adorned nearly every room on the first floor with something I could practice with—from ornamental grasses to roses.

      “I promise, no magic in front of the guests.”

      “I’m not the only one who is going to be grumpy about the influx of house guests, you know,” he noted.

      I looked up from stuffing a pillow into its case. I opened my mouth to ask who he was talking about when a dark blue lump on the bed shifted to greens, revealing Beau, the telepathic chameleon I’d befriended since moving to town. If I was being honest, he’d chosen me more than the other way around. His telepathy and ability to camouflage himself and others had come in useful in the last few months. I hadn’t stopped to consider what all these other minds would do to Beau.

      “I’m so sorry Beau. I didn’t realize it would be such a burden for you,” I said, sitting beside him and putting a hand on his head.

      ‘Too many thoughts and confusion.’

      “What if you stayed at Maggie’s until everyone’s gone?” I proposed.

      I felt Beau’s head bob in agreement beneath my fingers. Sam floated just beside the bed. “So, you’re at the stage of just leaving telepathic reptiles at each other’s apartments now?”

      Heat warmed my neck and the tips of my ears. I’d recently admitted that I liked Maggie more than just as a friend and I was fairly certain she felt the same way. But we hadn’t even been on a proper date.

      But there wasn’t anyone else in town I trusted to watch out for Beau than her. She was the town’s resident healer and a fellow witch.

      “He knows Maggie and it’s not like she’s got strangers traipsing through her place,” I countered.

      “Or maybe you need a reason to go ask her to be your plus one to this wedding?” Sam posed.

      Gerry’s invitation sprang to mind. He’d made certain I knew I had a plus one. Then again, Maggie probably did, too. Still, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit asking Maggie had been the first thing I’d considered when he told me. But I hadn’t broached the topic.

      “Oh, sod off,” I said with a laugh and mimed tossing the pillow in Sam’s direction.

      Setting the pillow aside, I tugged my phone loose from my pocket and hit the third contact on my favorites menu. Maggie’s name filled the screen as the line rang. Setting it to speaker, I waited for her to answer.

      “Darcy? Is everything okay?” I could hear low murmurs in the background as Maggie answered.

      Brilliant one, Darc. She’s working.

      “Oh, yeah, everything’s fine. Well mostly. Apparently Beau isn’t a big fan of crowds…so, I was wondering if he might be able to stay at your place for the next few days until the wedding’s done?”

      I caught the sound of an exhale that bubbled into a laugh. “Sure thing. You can drop him by whenever you want.”

      “Tania’s roped me into helping serve the rehearsal dinner. One of the catering staff bailed. So, I’d need to come meet you now.”

      “I’m pretty swamped. Everyone’s decided to come by for their flu shots.”

      “I could just bring him by the clinic then,” I offered, turning my back to Sam who was making lewd gestures at me.

      “Yeah, that should be fine. See you in a bit.”
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      After Tania assured me she would be fine while I settled Beau elsewhere for the next few nights, I donned my coat and headed out into the crisp November air. Wind whipped at my face, biting at my exposed skin, but it didn’t numb me like it had when the temperature first dropped. As we made the short trek to the clinic, I let my magic bubble to the surface, feeding the last vestiges of greenery that sprouted through cracks in the sidewalk or trees whose last leaves had not quite fallen. Their color brightened just a little as I stopped and pressed a finger to the ones still clinging to the branches.

      By the time Beau and I reached the clinic, the sun was low in the sky and the wind had died down. A long line of people stood in front of the building, clogging up the sidewalk. An older woman with a fluffy black hat and stylish tortoise-shell glasses glared and stuck out her cane to bar me entrance.

      “Sorry, I’m not trying to the cut the queue. Just need to get in for something else,” I explained, offering up what I hoped was a plaintive and innocent expression.

      After a moment, the woman relented and allowed me to sneak past her into the clinic. The familiar surroundings were chaotic as the wails of unhappy children filled the air. Maybe this wasn’t the best place to leave Beau after all.

      I spotted Maggie coming out from the main exam room. Her short hair looked mussed and her face was flushed, but she smiled when she saw me. She waved me over.

      “Let’s just get him settled in the back, away from the noise,” she said, leading me to the back office.

      Beau, who had until this moment been perched invisibly on my shoulder appeared and sauntered down my arm to curl up on the desk. He blinked one eye at me before blending in with the wooden surface beneath him.

      “Thanks again for this. I know it’s last minute,” I said, working to muster the courage to ask her about the wedding invitation.

      “How could I say no to that face?” she replied and heat flared up my neck until I realized she meant the dozing reptile beside her.

      “So, speaking of last minute requests, Gerry insisted I attend the wedding along with everyone else in town. Anyway, he’s given me a plus one and I don’t want to be that person who shows up without at least one other person to talk to,” I rambled.

      “I’d love to be your plus one,” Maggie said with a smile.

      “Brilliant. I guess I’ll see you in the morning then. We can meet at the B&B and go over together.”

      “I’ll be there with bells on.”

      Before I could say anything else, the door to the office slammed open and the pharmacist who’d been administering vaccines filled the doorway.

      “I need you.”

      “Duty calls,” Maggie said, squeezing my hand before following the young man out into the sea of screaming children and elderly patrons.

      I made my way back through the throng and into the evening air with a spring in my step. Asking Maggie to be my plus one had gone even better than I’d hoped. It almost made going to a stranger’s wedding worth it. By the time Tania’s came into view, the small driveway and surrounding street were filled with cars. I spotted an expensive-looking two-door sports car pulled up onto the lawn with a ‘Just Married’ bumper sticker. Rude.

      The moment I stepped into the foyer; I knew taking Beau to Maggie’s was the right decision. The cacophony of voices as the wedding party and their guests gathered in the living room was enough to set my teeth on edge. Tania poked her head out of the kitchen.

      “Oh good, you’re back. Change into something comfortable and help me set out these appetizers.”

      I took the stairs two at a time to my room, trading my vibrant blue High Time work shirt for a dark blue blouse and my jeans for a pair of charcoal grey slacks. When I returned to the first floor, I found the kitchen buzzing with activity. I took the tray of canapés from Tania and headed to the dining room. I’d spotted a dozen lobster tails and steaks waiting to be prepped on the counters. Gerry had spared no expense. Here’s hoping the evening and the nuptials went off without a hitch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The B&B thrummed with overlapping conversations and more bodies than I’d ever seen filling the space a little after seven o’clock. I studied the caterer, whose name I’d learned was Clara as she darted from place to place in the kitchen. Tania watched her, too. Though if I had to guess why, she was keeping tabs on the stranger in her kitchen to ensure nothing ended up broken. I could see her trailing behind Clara with a rag, wiping up messes left haphazardly on the countertops.

      “Here, take those out,” Clara said with a snap of her fingers to get my attention.

      She pointed to several baskets of dinner rolls and plates of butter. Tania moved to scoop them up, but I took half the load out of her arms.

      “Gracias,” she said, her cheeks were flushed from the heat of the oven and the pots on the stove. She might not be the one cooking, but that didn’t mean the atmosphere wasn’t affecting her.

      I followed her into the dining room where Tania had squeezed every available chair around the table. I spotted Gerry huddled in a corner with a somewhat younger man who sported the same prominent nose and high cheekbones. He’d also been introduced as Andrew, the groom. I set the rolls and butter down on the table in what had to be the last available square inch of space not already taken up by larger serving dishes.

      “I think the bride and the bridesmaids are in the living room. Would you mind letting them know everything is ready?” Tania nudged my shoulder as she started circulating through the guests already lingering around Andrew and Gerry. Where she’d gotten the wine bottle she proffered I couldn’t say.

      I wound my way through a few older couples who were sitting near the back window overlooking the fenced-in yard and into the living room to find the bride-to-be sporting a bright pink sash. She clutched a wine glass in her hands as she laughed, surrounded by three other women who looked to be in their twenties or early thirties. They each sported a large button with the word, ‘Bridesmaid.’ They’d been here most of the afternoon and if the several empty wine bottles sitting in the kitchen were any indication, this wasn’t her first glass.

      “Elise, I’m so sad your mom couldn’t make it tonight,” the bride-to-be said, her lips turning down in a pout.

      The tallest of the three bridesmaids whose hair sported an elegant series of twists culminating in a knot at the nape of her neck gave an exaggerated nod. “I know, Casey, she really wanted to come, but she just couldn’t get away from work until the big day tomorrow. But I promise, she’s going to be here to walk you down the aisle. And she totally gave me strict instructions to give you as many hugs as possible until she gets here.”

      To make her point, Elise swooped in and pulled Casey into a tight embrace. The other two bridesmaids joined in the embrace and they all devolved into a fit of semi-drunken giggles. From the far side of the room, I caught the soft click of a camera snapping the candid moment. The photographer, whose name I thought was Courtney, had been slipping from room to room since I’d come back from dropping Beau off with Maggie. She was dressed in neutral brown tones that almost made her an afterthought. Then again, I suppose that was the mark of a good wedding photographer. They went around unseen to get the best shots. The only thing that stood out was a vibrant red gem hanging on a cord around her neck. She caught me looking and tucked it beneath her sweater.

      “Sorry to interrupt the group hug ladies, but dinner is being served,” I said, edging into the conversation, and letting Courtney blend into the background again.

      Casey wiggled free of her supportive huddle and looked at me, cheeks flushed. “Dinner already?”

      I nodded. “I think we’ve got a special spot for the wedding party at the head of the table,” I said and gestured back toward the dining room.

      “Thanks,” Casey said, straightening her sash and leading the rest of her entourage from the room.

      Elise trailed after the others, stopping to study me. Her dark brown eyes narrowed. “Who are you again?”

      “I’m Darcy. I live here at Tania’s and I’m attending the wedding tomorrow. The groom’s dad invited the whole town. Anyways, I’m just helping out tonight, because one of the servers took ill,” I rambled, suddenly uncomfortable in the woman’s presence.

      “Oh. Right,” Elise muttered and left me standing there in the opening that led back to the dining room.

      I caught sight of Tania gesturing for me to return to the kitchen. I darted through the dining room as everyone settled in. I entered the space to find Clara laying the last of the lobster tails onto a tray.

      “These are ready if anyone wants seconds,” she said, wiping her brow.

      I spotted four plates set aside on the counter, which I hoped were meant for us. As awkward as it was having someone else running the kitchen, I couldn’t deny the food Clara prepared looked and smelled amazing.

      “Feel free to grab a plate,” Clara added and loosened the tie keeping her dark hair out of her face. She smoothed it back into a ponytail before bending down to check something through the oven window. As she did so, I noticed a slender necklace with a deep yellow stone slip from beneath her shirt. She stood and tucked the necklace back beneath the fabric.

      “We need more wine,” Andrew’s voice boomed from the dining room just as I reached for a plate.

      “Guess I can’t eat just yet.” I sighed as I picked up the partially open bottle of red wine and a newly opened bottle of white.

      I stepped into the dining room and started at the end of the table closest to the kitchen, where one of the groomsmen sat. I held up both bottles of wine and he gestured wordlessly to the red. I’d done a little serving back in London during university, so I knew enough to avoid reaching over him to get to his glass. As I made my way slowly around the table toward the wedding party, I silently took stock of the assembled group. I had been expecting even more guests since Andrew and Casey were coming to Brookhaven from out of town. Yet, there were only ten extra people who’d come in tonight for the festivities.

      By the time I made it around the table to where Andrew sat beside Gerry, I’d run out of the red and the bottle of white was half empty. “Hope the white’s okay,” I told the groom, gesturing for him to pass me his glass.

      He glanced my direction, almost surprised I’d even spoken. I picked up on the heavy scent of alcohol on his breath as he leaned over and clamped his hand down on my right arm. “Do I look like I care what you’ve got?”

      “I can get you something else if you’d prefer,” I said through pursed lips, trying to tug my arm free.

      “Andrew, stop harassing the poor girl,” Gerry said, fixing his son with a disapproving glare.

      Andrew blinked slowly, looked down at his hand and pulled it away. “Sorry. White’s fine.”

      I hastily poured the remainder of the bottle into his glass. Swallowing the sudden lump in my throat, I croaked out, “Anyone else need a top up?”

      The last few people around the table shook their heads. I was about to take my leave when Tania appeared and darted around the other end of the table.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but the florist just arrived and is asking for you,” Tania informed Elise loud enough for me to catch it.

      “Oh no,” Casey whined. “What’s wrong now?”

      “I promise, nothing is going to go wrong with the flowers,” Elise said and followed Tania out of the room.

      Tania trailed after the maid of honor and I fell in line behind her. We settled ourselves at the kitchen table with the plates of food and I dug in. As much as I felt like a traitor for thinking it, Clara’s cooking was excellent. She’d marinated the steak beautifully.

      At the far end of the kitchen, I watched Elise speak with a petite woman in a vibrant purple and orange dress. “Colleen, I thought we had everything set at the venue,” Elise’s voice carried in our direction despite the whir of the fan above the stove going full blast.

      “Just wanted to triple check whether you needed me to do anything
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