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        A house of illusions,

        a cloak of disguise,

        a web of enchantments,

        woven with lies.

        To break the spell,

        to shatter the night,

        the candy witch must follow whispers of starlight.

        As her prophecy unfolds in a frightful embrace,

        the faerytale princess bound by grace,

        shall unearth the secrets in the light’s revealing glow,

        and Ever After’s magic once more shall grow.
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      Bam, bam, bam.

      The knocking jars me from sleep. Lightning flashes outside my second-floor bedroom window, and thunder rolls on its heels. Another rainstorm this late in the fall?

      My feet hit the floor, and I jerk them back up. The wooden planks feel like slabs of ice.

      Bam, bam, bam!

      Who is out in this weather? And what creep is banging on the downstairs door of my candy shop at this too-early-in-the-morning o’clock?

      Braving the chill, I flip on my dragon lamp, retrieve my robe, and locate my slippers. My eyes are blurry as I shuffle down the stairs and into the back room of the shop. Flicking on more lights, I grab a handful of coffee-flavored candies and pop one in my mouth. Instant calm and alertness hit my system from the sugar coating and the mix of espresso, cream, and vanilla.

      Rain slides down the large glass panes of the display windows, and a hulking figure looms in the doorway. My magic instantly assesses if he is friend or foe—my gargoyle pendant, Onyx, lying against my collarbone, flares hot and then cools again instantly.

      Interesting. My guardian can’t decide.

      This makes me even more wary. The size of the figure suggests a man, but the realm I come from has its share of sizable creatures, including trolls and good old giants. As I make my way across the tiled floor, I scan what I can see of the being from head to toe. The next flash of lightning shows that he’s wearing a long trench coat, dark with rain and stained with mud. The hood is drawn up, and his features are obscured. The tip of a crossbow peeks over his massive shoulder.

      Marlena, my godmother, rushes up behind me. She’s also pulled on a robe and slippers, her salt and pepper curls piled on top of her head. “Who is that?”

      The man cups his hands around his eyes and squints through the fogged-up glass door. He wipes away the condensation as he does, and my breath catches. Our eyes meet through the glass, and I step back, colliding with Marlena. “It can’t be. “

      But it is. He tosses off the hood, grins, and waves.

      “Oh, dragon’s blood,” my godmother huffs, realizing who our guest is. “This can’t be good.”

      Swallowing my desire to run screaming the other way, I do what any faerytale princess worth her salt would—invoke my magic to protect us, pop another candy, and open the door.

      Wind buffets me, bringing icy rain with it. “Hansel?” I peek around his hulking body for his counterpart, but Gretel is nowhere in sight. “What are you doing here?”

      He scoops me up in a bear hug, soaking my clothes, and another rumble of thunder drowns out my shocked cry. “Princess Ambrosia!” He squeezes the air from my lungs. “It’s good to set eyes on you!”

      “It’s Seraphina now,” I tell him, pulling him inside. I make him remove his wet overcoat in the back room and hang it near the register to dry. Marlena brews tea, and we gather around the small table where she and I regularly take breaks during our busy days.

      “’Tis a pretty name,” Hansel says, his Ever After accent thick, “but why do you not use your given one?”

      I’ve missed him, and I smile at his handsome face. I wish we hadn’t parted the way we did. “In this realm, I must keep a low profile. Humans may love faerytales, but they don’t believe they’re real. Same goes for royalty.”

      “What in magic’s name are you doing in this land?” Marlena inquires, eyeing Dradus, the crossbow Hansel insists on keeping strapped to his back. He’s always been gifted with air elemental magic, and birds and other winged creatures adore him. His backup magic is earth, the same as his sister. “Where is Gretel?”

      His body obscures the chair, and the slightly cracked teacup looks like a doll’s in his hand. “Missing. I’ve come to find her and return her home.”

      I drop into the other chair and offer him a muffin of figs and chocolate. Gretel was one of my closest friends. I am distressed to hear such news. “Missing?”

      “Aye. Two passings of the full moon now. The queen believes she has run away with a royal piece of jewelry. Your mother has placed a reward on my sister’s fool head. I must find her before the hunters do.”

      Gretel is anything but a fool. Marlena and I exchange a guarded glance. We have my mother’s royal brooch, which must be what the Queen is looking for. One of my enemies in this land possessed it, and I know Gretel to be innocent of such a crime. “Why would the Queen believe such a thing?”

      “After you were banished, Gretel was inconsolable. The Queen wished to relieve her grief by exulting her above all of us at the guard.” It is of the highest order to be part of the Royal Soldier Guard in Ever After. They are tasked with protecting the royal family and hunting down evil creatures sent from the Black Heart Court. “Your mother often placed the pin on Gretel’s uniform so all would know she was Her Majesty’s emissary. No harm was to be done to her, or it was…” He makes a slicing motion across his throat with his thumbnail. “She was supposed to be on a top-secret mission—she would not tell me the details. Then she disappeared. I fear she ran away from the kingdom, taking the brooch with her. I hoped I might find her here with you.”

      “Me?” While my friend had a knack for adventure, I doubt she would defy my mother and visit me, an Outcast accused of murder. “We have not seen her, but I assure you she no longer possesses the Queen’s jewelry.”

      He eats his muffin in three bites. “How do you know?”

      In my tiny office, I snag the brooch from its hiding spot. The crystals embedded in it glow magically upon my touch. I return to show it to him. “Because I have it.”

      His dark eyes round. He draws back. “Princess, that is treason. You are⁠—”

      “Banished, yes, I’m quite aware of that, Hansel.”

      “By the kingdom, how did you come by it?”

      Our current houseguest picks that moment to make an appearance. She must have been drawn by the noise and his voice. She had—perhaps still has—a weakness for the big oaf. “Hansel?” Izzy says on a yawn.

      At the sight of the Black Heart Court princess he believes dead, Hansel jumps to his feet and nearly takes out the table. The teapot and cups bang against each other, slopping liquid onto the napkins. “You!” He points an accusatory finger at Izzy, knocking his chair over. His horrified gaze flicks to me, and then he reaches for his weapon. “Look out!”

      “No!” I lunge for the crossbow, slapping down the arrow he’s knocked with his air magic. The tip pierces the hem of my robe and embeds itself in the flooring. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Not what I think?” He glowers as I yank the arrow free and examine my torn garment. “She tried to kill us, and she is…” He scans Izzy from the top of her black hair to her bare feet.

      “Dead? Surprise!” Izzy’s forehead creases, yet I see her struggle not to throw her arms around him. Once, we were all the best of friends, and her memory still exists in that time. “I was cursed, Hansel.”

      I hand him the arrow, glad it didn’t sink itself into my foot. He often coats them with a paralyzing agent so that even if one of the handmade things doesn’t kill you instantly, you are rendered immobile so he can interrogate you or finish the job himself. “She doesn’t remember what happened,” I explain. “There are forces at work here, and if Gretel is missing, she may be caught up in them, as well.”

      He continues to stare at Izzy as he speaks to me. “What have you done, Ambrosia? Raised the dead?”

      The back door crashes open and a dark figure rushes in, shoving Izzy out of the way in order to reach me. He grabs me by both arms, his handsome face masked with concern. His vampyre magic rolls over me in a wave. “Princess, are you all right?”

      Speaking of raising the dead. “Torren.” My fingers itch to wipe the raindrops from the master vampyre’s long, dark lashes. “What are you doing?”

      “I sensed your distress.” His deep voice oozes concern in a sexy, melted chocolate way. He notices the rip in my robe. “You’re hurt.”

      “No,” I say, a little too breathy.

      “But you are in danger.”

      Hansel raises his crossbow. “Only from the likes of you, nightwalker.”

      “No!” I cry, but the arrow is loosed and zings through the air.

      Without taking his beautiful eyes off me, Torren snags it before it can plunge into his temple. Even with only one hand, he easily snaps the arrow in half, and it clatters to the floor at my feet.

      “What bloody sorcery is this?” Hansel roars.

      “Enough!” My godmother’s voice rattles the rafters as though she is an equal to the thunder outside. She is. “Put that thing away this instant, Hansel, before I shove it up⁠—”

      “Marlena!” I draw Torren a step away from my old friend. “Hansel, meet Torren. Torren, Hansel.” The two males stare each other down, neither speaking, until I’m ready to yell at them as well. “Torren is a good friend,” I tell Hansel. “Torren, Hansel is also my friend. He’s come looking for his missing sister.”

      Hansel narrows his eyes. “What are you to Princess Ambrosia?”

      “Seraphina,” I correct. “I don’t use that name here, remember?”

      Torren lifts a brow and glances at me. “Hansel, the faerytale character?”

      “The very one,” I say with a sigh.

      Torren appraises him again but speaks to me. “Did he shoot you?”

      “I would never,” Hansel growls. “And I’ll have you know, I am no character in a silly faerytale. She is the crown princess. I am sworn to protect her.”

      I should remove Torren’s hand from my waist; it’s warm and comforting, sending tingles to certain parts of my anatomy. I leave it there. “Hansel is in the Royal Guard. And this,”—I run my finger over the torn material—“is my fault. He was startled by Izzy’s appearance, and I interceded. No harm done.”

      Izzy spreads her hands imploringly at Hansel. “Ambrosia—I mean, Seraphina—has told me what happened, yet I swear on the very Realm of the Queen, I have no memory of any such deed. I would never harm you or Gretel. You are my friends.”

      Hansel flicks his gaze to me. “Is it true? She remembers not what she did?”

      The storm is slacking off, the pale gray bars of sunrise illuminating the front windows. I need to get the morning’s offerings in the oven, or I’ll have unhappy customers at opening time. “We believe she’s been placed under a spell. Possibly, all of us were. I haven’t ascertained the why or by whom.” I have my theories but no solid proof. Yet. I reach for Izzy and pull her close, smiling at her and rubbing her arm in a comforting gesture. “But I will, and then we will set all to rights with the Queen.”

      Izzy nods, a fierce spark in her focused gaze. The other three parties seem less sure.

      “Hansel, go with Marlena and get cleaned up. Izzy and I will start baking. Torren, I will provide you with a photo of Gretel. Can you ask around and see if anyone has spotted her?” At his nod, I continue. “Good. Once Hansel doesn’t look like a drowned rat and I have time to bring him up to speed, he’ll join you. We’ll reconvene after closing today and discuss our next move.”

      Hansel makes a face. “You want me to work with him? A nightwalker?”

      I pin him with a glower. Because I’m the Queen’s daughter and of the royal bloodline, I command fealty, Outcast or not. It shows in my eyes, and my tone vibrates with it. “He is your best hope of finding your sister, and you will treat him with respect. Now, do as I say.”

      All heads bow. “Yes, your majesty,” they chorus.

      Except for Torren. He quirks that brow again and offers a smile that might melt all my inhibitions about him.
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      When the bell jingles, I look up from the chocolate truffles I’m arranging on a plastic tiered tray with hearts painted on the sides. I plaster on a smile, forcing my worries aside.

      “Welcome.” I offer the lovely older woman a sample. “Can I tempt you with a sample of Cinnamon Vanilla Popcorn? It's perfect for Valentine's Day.”

      She accepts and orders a pound of it to go along with cookies and scones. As I package her order, the sweet aromas of caramel, vanilla, and freshly baked pastries swirl through the shop, mingling with the cheerful chatter of customers browsing the shelves. Marlena passes me with a tray of still-warm candy apples, their shiny red shells glistening under the soft lights.

      “Mm mm, I bet this is how the cottage made of sweets in Hansel and Gretel smelled,” a little girl exclaims to her mother. I chuckle to myself—if only they knew the truth of that cottage and my friends.

      Speaking of which.

      I hand the woman her bag of goodies and ring up the sale. “There you go—have a faerytale day!” The door chimes again as she heads out into the bustling sidewalks of Enchanted Haven.

      In the brief lull between customers, my eyes flick to the calendar on the wall. The countdown to the Enchanted Heart Festival glitters in pink and red—only a few days away. I’ve been busy concocting love potion lollipops and heart-shaped healing honey drops for the celebration, but I fear this latest development with Gretel will interfere with my baking plans.

      I can’t help but wonder—not for the first time—if Queen Veramis has something to do with the curse we’re under and now Gretel’s disappearance. The Black Heart Court Queen’s shadow looms over me, her motivations always murky and ominous. I shiver slightly despite the warmth of the shop. If she did take Gretel...what dastardly plan is she up to now? My hand tightens on the counter. No matter what, I won’t stop until I uncover the truth. That’s a solemn Candy Witch vow.

      Marlena and I work tirelessly all day helping customers. Izzy stays in the back, baking and following my candy recipes. Near closing time that afternoon, we’re out of most of our bakery goods, but we’ve restocked the candy jars.

      Nothing eliminates my worries, however, not even a constant supply of butterscotch candies. The chime alerts me to new customers, snapping me out of my dark musings. Torren and Hansel stride in, the cheerful bell at odds with their grim expressions.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t my two favorite customers,” I say, trying to bring some forced cheer to their arrival. “Looks like you could use a pick me up.”

      Torren’s eyes meet mine, and their intensity makes my smile falter. “We’ve found no trace of her.”

      Hansel nods, his brow furrowed. “A day-long search and not a single lead.” He runs a hand through his hair, frustration evident in the tense set of his broad shoulders. “Perhaps I was wrong—Gretel is not here, and she has no desire to be found.”

      I step out from behind the counter, my flowery skirt swishing. “Oh, Hansel. I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine how hard this must be.” Impulsively, I reach out and squeeze his arm. “You know I’m here for you, right? Anything you need.”

      He gives me a strained smile. “Thanks. I just...I feel like I’ve failed her somehow. We were always so close. Why didn’t she come to me with her plans?”

      “We know too little to make assumptions,” Torren interjects. He has a fierceness to him that I attribute to the special relationship he enjoys with his own sister. “We will find her, I swear it on my immortal soul, and then you can ask her your questions.”

      Despite the moment’s seriousness, I can’t help but tease him. “Careful, Torren. Oaths sworn on immortal souls pack quite a magical punch with those of us from Ever After.”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. “I’m well aware, but I mean every word.”

      A tingle runs through me at the conviction in his tone. “Well, all this grave vowing calls for some sustenance, I think. How about a Resilient Raspberry Truffle or two? Guaranteed to keep you going, no matter how hopeless the quest may seem.”

      As I reach for the candy, color out of the corner of my eye makes me turn sharply. “What is that?”

      Hansel steps forward, a scrap of vibrant red fabric clutched in his fist. “We found this near the Witching Well.”

      My breath catches as I reach out to take it, my fingers brushing against Hansel’s warm skin. I examine the scrap closely, my brows furrowing. The material is soft and finely woven, shot through with delicate golden threads that catch the light like stardust. “It looks like it could be from Gretel’s cloak.”

      “I thought so, too, but it holds none of her magic.”

      “No, it’s definitely hers,” I murmur, my mind racing with possibilities. Why would a piece of her cloak be at the Witching Well? Has she been in Enchanted Haven, as Hansel suspected? The questions swirl inside me like a tempest.

      Torren’s presence is commanding even in the cozy confines of my shop. “It’s said that the waters there hold powerful magic, capable of granting desires...or leading one astray.”

      I shoot him a sharp look. “Gretel’s earth magic has always been woven into her clothes. Even if Hansel can’t feel it, I know this fabric. It’s hers.”

      “But the Well could be giving you what you seek—not what’s true,” he counters.

      Hansel’s jaw clenches, determination etched into every line of his face. “’Tis the only lead we have. If Ambro—Seraphina—believes it to be hers, we must follow it.”

      I nod, my grip tightening on the scrap of cloak. He’s right. As much as I want to protect and shield him from the painful possibilities, I know we can’t ignore this. Surely, I can concoct a candy that will keep the Well from misleading us if it is trying to do so. “We’ll go to the Witching Well. Together. Like Hansel and Gretel, off on another adventure.”

      The ghost of a smile flickers across his face at my weak attempt at humor. “Let’s hope this one has a sweet ending, yes?”

      I tuck the fabric into my pocket, my heart beating an irregular rhythm. What happened to you, Gretel? How is it you were here in town and I didn’t know? Why didn’t you find me? “Give me a minute to create a candy to aid us. A bit of sugar, spice, and magic.” That’s the recipe for any good faerytale.

      Torren clears his throat, a touch of impatience in his eyes. “Perhaps we should make haste before the trail grows colder than the graveyard.”

      “Right.” I square my shoulders, feeling a flicker of hope amidst the worry. “I’ll be right back.”

      As I bustle around the backroom, gathering enchanted ingredients and protective charms, I wonder again why my dear friend didn’t reach out to me. Maybe she tried, but someone stopped her before she could.

      Marlena is washing pans and trays. Tired from candy-making, Izzy has already retired to

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  
OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Gum and Ghouls
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Visit My Store
      


      		
        You’re Invited!
      


      		
        Ready for more magick?
      


      		
        Meet Nyx
      


      		
        Dear Magical Reader
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Gum and Ghouls


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Meet Nyx


    


  



OEBPS/images/bpp-logo.jpg
Beach

. Path
Publishing






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/tt3.jpg
+ W
D Gum 7 *
&qhél GLOQI S

A WITCHY

MYSTERY

#3

IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII






