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  Chapter one

The sting of three-inch heels nipped at Penelope’s feet as she sprinted across the brick sidewalk toward the smoke billowing from the crystal shop’s windows. She flung open the glass door, its rusty hinges crying out. 
Penelope heard the jingling of the door’s agate wind chimes, but could see nothing through the bitter, reddish-gray cloud that filled the store. Jasper bolted through the room, barking and sniffing for Clara and Midnight. The three-month-old husky howled louder than most adult dogs. 
“Mom, where are you?” Penelope yelled over the wailing fire alarm. She waved her arms to clear the smoke from around her face, gagging on the cinnamon-scented fumes that invaded her lungs. Penelope saw no flames in The Crystal Cove, just a blanket of haze that made her eyes water. She blinked and squinted through the spicy air as tears sent her mascara sliding down her cheeks. 
“Penelope, I’m here.” Clara Lake emerged from the back room of the rock and gem shop, waving a broom as she made her way through the fume-filled store. She found the smoke alarm, then smashed it with the broom’s wooden handle. “Keep the door open so I can push the smoke out.” 
Jasper and Midnight trailed behind Clara, then curled up on their fluffy beds beneath the shelving along the back wall. Penelope’s new husky had become fast friends with Midnight, her mother’s stout black cat. She propped the door open with a large quartz crystal while her mother swatted at the burning haze. Penelope sniffed the sleeve of her burgundy dress. “Oh, Mom, I smell like soot.” She wrapped a long auburn curl under her nose, grimaced, and threw her hair behind her shoulder. “What happened here?” 
Penelope surveyed her mother from head to toe. She didn’t appear injured, and Penelope was happy about that, but sensed she wouldn’t like her mother’s answer. 
“Now, Penelope, don’t get angry with me. You’re going to get wrinkles on your forehead and you’re too young for that.” Her mother pushed the last of the smoke spirals through the door and into the fresh Sierra Springs air. Clara wore a long black gown with purple accents of gemstones and ribbons throughout the bodice that accented her petite frame. Penelope recognized what that meant. 
“Mom, have you been casting spells again?”
Clara shook her head, but Penelope knew she was guilty. “Mom,” she cautioned.
“Okay, I was, but it was only a quick spell. That candle shop across the street is trying to steal my customers. She’s got candles with gemstones, like the ones that I sell. It isn’t fair.” Clara propped the broom in the corner behind the register, then fixed her hands on her hips.
“Mom, Sierra Springs is big enough for both shops. We’ve known Tessa for years. She’s a candlemaker, nothing more.” Penelope pulled a tissue and compact mirror from her bag, attempting to fix her makeup.
“Hmm. I’m not so sure.” Clara found Midnight and Jasper snuggled together. She ran her hands over their fur, checking for soot residue.
“This may be a small town, but people love to come to your shop. You have the best rocks and gems in town, plus your daughter is a real geologist and knows everything about them.”
“And I know lots about crystals too…for witchcraft.” Clara scooped Midnight into her arms like a baby.
Penelope rolled her eyes. “Okay, Mom. If you’re a witch, why was there so much smoke in the rock shop from your spell? Did it backfire again? Like all the others?” She slid the doorstop away and the rock shop’s thick, mahogany wood-framed door eased to a close. Inlaid quartz, garnet, amethyst, and amazonite crystals surrounded an interior glass panel that bent the sunlight into rainbows across the shop floor. Just as the door clicked shut, it flew open again as Penelope’s sister, Olivia, and best friend, Laurel, barreled into the shop like the bulls in Pamplona. 
“Penelope. Clara. Are you guys okay? I saw the smoke from the cafe,” Laurel said, gasping to catch her breath. 
“We came as fast as we could.” Olivia scanned the shop and fixed her gaze on Clara as her concern turned to dismay. “Oh, I think I get it. You did another spell, didn’t you?” she asked, forming air quotes with her pointer and index fingers.
Clara put her hands on her hips. “I was trying to stop people from shopping at Tessa’s candle shop.” 
“You tried to put the candle store out of business by doing a spell that set your crystal shop on fire?” Olivia teased. Penelope stifled a laugh. Her younger sister had a way of making the obvious funny.
“Oh, stop, Olivia. I was walking by Tessa’s store this morning and saw that she had some candles that looked like they had gems just like my crystals inside them. So, I mixed up a little spell with a pinch of cinnamon to steer customers to my shop instead of hers, but something went wrong, and all this smoke started pouring out of my pot and it smelled like a burned snickerdoodle.”
Penelope, Olivia, and Laurel erupted in laughter. 
“It’s okay, Clara,” Laurel said. “I’m sure the cinnamon and smoke stench will fade soon.” Her light brown hair swirled around her waist. Penelope was envious of Laurel’s straight hair. She loved her curls, but they left her with few styling options. 
Skepticism crossed Clara’s face. “Let’s hope so, sweetie.”
“Mom, don’t worry about the candle store. Everyone loves your shop. You’ve been here for thirty years. Tessa could never take away your business.” Olivia squeezed her mother’s shoulder.
“Olivia is right. Tessa only sells candles. Even if they have crystals in them, I’m sure she wouldn’t sell loose stones,” Laurel agreed, her faint French accent lingered.
Penelope and Laurel were inseparable from the moment they met. Laurel’s older brother, Andre, watched out for them when they were young, and then became Penelope’s boyfriend in high school. The Beaumont family moved to North Carolina from France before the girls started middle school.
Penelope pulled her hair into a high ponytail, wrapped the ends around her fingers, and tucked them through, resulting in a loose bun. She found a soft yellow dusting cloth under the display cabinets and tossed it to her mother. “Clean.”
“Don’t you have to get to work?” Clara wiped down the edges of the crystal bins on the center tables.
Penelope Lake was the Earth Science curator and resident geologist at the Sierra Springs Natural History Museum. During graduate school, Penelope realized that a mineral sample she collected during a hike near her hometown years earlier was, in fact, the first discovery of a rare mineral. The new mineral thrust Penelope into the scientific spotlight at a very young age. In just fifteen days, she would unveil a new rock and mineral display at the museum, showcasing years of work sparked by that initial discovery. The museum’s owner was throwing a gala for the unveiling and using it as a platform to solicit donations to build an entirely new children’s wing. Penelope was nervous and excited but thrived on the pressure.
“Yes, but I can take a minute to help you get the shop back in order. I’m just going to spend the day in the rock workroom prepping the samples for the new display. Are you okay with keeping Jasper here again?” Amid the strain of the impending gala, Penelope had bought herself a puppy.
“Sure. Midnight and I both love the company.” Clara found Midnight as an eight-week-old kitten sleeping at the back door of The Crystal Cove on a frosty winter night. The veterinarian said that Midnight’s twelve-week teeth were erupting, and Clara fell in love with his pure black fur and piercing green eyes, which gleamed like two moons floating in his round face. Clara kept Jasper and Midnight in the store with her during the day to keep her company. They were as big a delight to her customers as the colorful crystals and geodes that filled the shop.
“How is the new display coming?” Olivia asked.
“Good. I have two weeks to finish the research, prep and clean the remaining samples, install the display cases, and get my speech ready for the gala.” Penelope’s stomach churned as she rattled off her to-do list. She was the expert in town on rocks, minerals, and fossils. The owners of the Sierra Springs Natural History Museum hired her before she graduated from the University of North Carolina, and before Clara could ask Penelope to join her at The Crystal Cove.
“So, not much going on?” Laurel joked with her trademark high-pitched laugh.
“Not at all.” Penelope grabbed a broom and swept the floor.
Everybody in town came to Penelope for advice on what to get their children or grandkids for Christmas or birthdays. Penelope always had a suggestion for something exciting that would make the kids interested in science, like a fun rock and mineral kit with experiments that made bubbles or created optical illusions. She was the best salesperson for both the museum gift shop and The Crystal Cove.
“Hey Olivia, why don’t you run down to the cafe, get some of those new pastries you made, and ask Tristan for a thermos of coffee? Penelope and your mom can all try your new treats, and we can help get the rock shop cleaned up quickly.”
Laurel’s cafe offered a caffeine jolt in the morning and soothing wine in the evenings. The Tipsy Java was Sierra Springs’ most popular bakery and bar rolled into one. Olivia’s delicious sandwiches, pastries, and sinful desserts kept the customers happy and Laurel on a chronic diet. 
“Sure thing, Laurel,” Olivia replied as she slipped out of the door. Penelope’s younger sister was a baking genius. She began working for Laurel right after graduating from pastry school. A constant overachiever, Olivia took enough classes to almost earn a culinary degree as well.
“Oh no, ladies, you all have jobs and businesses to run. I can clean the shop,” Clara offered.
“Clara, you’re like a second mother to me, and Tristan can manage the cafe for a bit,” Laurel said. “We’re going to stay and help you out. Plus, you need to be the first to try Olivia’s new pastries. She’s amazingly creative.”
For the next few minutes, Clara, Penelope, and Laurel cleared the countertops and rock and mineral specimens of the cinnamon-scented soot. This wasn’t the first time that Clara botched a spell that ended in smoke and grime coating everything in the store. But after their cleaning blitz, the shop sparkled once again.
Over the years, Clara’s store has become the top destination for locals and tourists searching for crystals, oils, herbs, and books on the mystical properties of crystals. She also had a reputation as the town kook because she openly told customers she was a witch when they entered the shop during one of her often-failed attempts at a spell. 
The agate door chimes welcomed Olivia back as she swept in with two bags of pastries and a large container of coffee. Clara brought four disposable cups from her office, filled them with coffee, and added Olivia’s homemade vanilla oat milk creamer. 
The Tipsy Java cafe was a short two blocks east of The Crystal Cove on Main Street, the heart and soul of Sierra Springs. It was Laurel’s dream to own a business where her friends and neighbors could spend time together. She and Penelope had spent many hours during college working on a business plan when they were home during school breaks. 
Penelope often wished her office at the museum was closer, but with just a short detour, she could drive by her mother’s shop and the cafe on her way to work for a quick cup of coffee or simply to say good morning and drop off Jasper.
“Oh good, the smell of cinnamon smoke is almost gone.” Olivia winked as she lined four napkins along the counter and topped each with a fist-sized apple cream tart. Her auburn ponytail spilled over her shoulder as she served. Olivia’s crystal blue eyes mirrored her mother’s and sister’s—a sure sign they were family, their grandmother used to say. 
“Thank you. These look amazing,” Clara said, taking a dainty bite from the rim of the tart. “Ooh, raspberry cream.”
“Your favorite flavor.” Olivia plopped onto the stool behind the gem case and skimmed her fingers across the glass top. “So, Mom, that must have been a big spell this time. The glass still feels a little sooty.”
Clara tilted her head. “No, young lady, it was just the right size. I must have just mixed something wrong. It wasn’t supposed to smoke.”
“I’m just kidding.” Olivia raised her eyebrows at Penelope and whispered, “When will she realize that she’s not a witch?”
“I heard that, Olivia.” Clara tossed a yellow cleaning cloth, hitting her youngest daughter in the belly.
Olivia grabbed the cloth and tossed it back at her mother, but missed, landing it across Midnight’s face. Jasper bit the cloth and scampered into the back room, Midnight close on her heels.
“I’ve got to make sure that I have plenty of customers. Tessa’s crystal candles might steal mine,” Clara said, exasperated.
“Mom, stop.” Penelope groaned. “We just talked about this. I can promise you that Tessa’s candles won’t harm your sales, plus you’ve been selling crystals to her husband’s jewelry business for years. Why would Tessa do anything to hurt your store?”
“Well, you could be right. Robby buys a lot of raw gemstones from me.” Clara sipped her coffee.
Tessa’s husband, Robby McCaul, cut, polished, and turned the gems into unique handmade jewelry. Robby and Tessa moved to Sierra Springs when Penelope was in high school. Before she opened the candle store, Tessa was a substitute art teacher during Penelope’s senior year. When Robby opened his jewelry store on the other side of town, he became one of Clara’s best customers.
“Have you talked with Tessa about what she’s selling? Maybe they’re the crystals Robby bought from you.” Laurel stuffed the last bite of apple cream tart in her mouth. 
“I haven’t been inside. I just looked through the window this morning.” Clara shrugged.
“I think it’s time we go. You have a few minutes before you need to open.” Penelope hopped off her stool and seized Clara’s hand, leading her to the front door. “Come on, ladies,” she said, pushing the door open. “Let’s check out the competition.”

Banishing Spell for Unwanted Competition

When you want to fight against unwanted business competition, create a batch of banishing potion and keep your enemies from stealing your customers.

Spell Supplies

Rainwater  |  Cauldron  |  Candle  |  Glass Bottle  |  Cinnamon Sticks  |  Peppercorns  |  Cloves   |  Paper and Pen



Heat the rainwater, peppercorns, cinnamon sticks, and cloves in the cauldron. Do not let the cinnamon sticks touch an open flame, because they will smoke! (Just ask Clara!) Write the name of your business competitor or their store name on the paper. Fold and twist the paper then place it in the bottle. Fill the bottle with your banishing water and seal a stopper. Repeat the following chant as you “dispose” of the bottle by tossing it in the trash.

You’ve declared a war on me, but triumph isn’t yours to see. I am strong. My spirit’s free. I will claim the victory. So mote it be!

Chakra Stones for Protection

Use protection stones while you do the spell. You can also wear jewelry made with these crystals or keep them in your pockets until your competitor is banished.



Black Tourmaline  |  Amethyst  |  Rose Quartz








  
  Chapter two

Awarm spring breeze hit Penelope’s face as she emerged onto the Main Street sidewalk. “You two watch the shop,” she told Jasper and Midnight before locking the door to The Crystal Cove. 
The puppy and her feline buddy watched through the glass door as the foursome hustled across the road toward the candle shop. Penelope glanced sideways at her mother and chuckled at the sight of her grimace. She could tell that Clara was uncomfortable as they approached The Drip Shack.
“Oh, Mom, it’s going to be fine. You should put a smile on your face and just ask Tessa about her new candles,” Penelope said. “I don’t think this is a big deal.”
Clara smiled and nodded slightly. “Okay, Penelope, I’ll keep an open mind just for you.”
Penelope reached for the door just as it swung violently outward and smacked her hand. Almost instantly, a woman burst past her and down the sidewalk, her hand covering her mouth and dark hair whipping in the breeze. Penelope could hear the woman grumbling as she hurried away from the candle shop. 
Penelope turned to Laurel with one raised eyebrow. “Weird.” 
“Who is that?” Olivia asked.
“Never seen her before,” Penelope debated if inquiring about the woman would be friendly or nosey. “Tessa!” Penelope called as she entered the store.
Tessa McCaul stepped from the back of the shop with a short wave to her visitors and a cell phone jammed tight to her right ear. She placed her left hand over her mouth, muffling her words. 
Nosey, Penelope decided, but her curiosity languished.
The foursome wandered through the candle shop, admiring the handcrafted collections. 
Tessa cut off her call, and with a deep breath, greeted her guests.
“Hi, Penelope! It’s great to see you, Clara. Robby said that the last batch of rough gems you sold him was fantastic. You should stop by the jewelry store and see some necklaces he made from them. They’re super rustic and cute.” 
“I’ll do that, Tessa,” Clara snapped as she scoped out the front shop window display.
Penelope caught Clara’s eye. If her mother was the witch she claimed to be, Penelope hoped she could read her mind at that moment because it was telling Clara to calm down.
Tessa’s fiery red curls cascaded over her shoulders toward her waist. She pasted on a smile and gave Penelope a brief hug. Tessa was pretty, with tanned skin and green eyes that made her appear younger than her thirty-nine years. Her billowing hobo skirt accentuated her tall, thin frame.
“Is everything okay?” Penelope whispered. “Who was that woman?”
Tessa waved her hand. “Everything’s fine. She used to work for me, but I had to let her go. Bygones and all.”
Penelope wasn’t sure what Tessa meant by ‘bygones,’ but clearly, the conversation was over.
Tessa cleared her throat. “It’s nice to see you all. I don’t get out of the store much these days. What brings you ladies here today?”
“You have an extensive selection here.” Clara strode between the tables. Her eyes never left the candles. 
“Yes, I’m really proud of my candles. I make each one of them by hand now. That’s why I’ve been so busy. I quit buying from other candle suppliers and make them all myself.”
“Everything smells so good, and the colors are so vibrant,” Olivia said. “What types of wax do you use?”
“Everything from soy wax to beeswax and almost everything in between.” Tessa’s eyes gleamed as she surveyed the room. “I’ve spent the past few months studying how to make the perfect candle with the delicate balance of strong and light fragrances with different burn times and wick types.”
“Wow, you’ve done a lot of work on your craft,” Laurel commented. “You should bring some of your candles with a stack of business cards to The Tipsy Java, and I can make a small display for you by the register.”
“That would be amazing. Thank you. And I’ll pick up a stack of your cards and hand them out to my customers as well. We business owners need to stick together, right?”
“Absolutely, you do. Right, Mom?” Penelope pivoted to find Clara ogling Tessa’s gemstone candles. 
The inside of The Drip Shack resembled the layout of Clara’s store. Mahogany wood shelves lined the walls while antique tables scattered throughout the interior showed off different groupings of candles and ways customers could create home displays. Clara and Tessa were always friendly. Penelope wondered why these new candles so visibly upset her mother.
“You have a creative eye,” Clara commented. “I can see that you spend a lot of time thinking about your designs.” Her demeanor softened as she examined each of the candles.
Tessa joined Clara at the window display. “I just made this new line this week.” She picked up a large purple candle from the display. 
Penelope thought she saw a flicker of worry cross Tessa’s face as she sighed, her fingers tentatively tracing the dripping wax and gemstones peeking from the sides of the candle.
“Before I married Robby, I lived in a tiny apartment. I tried to save money on the electric bill by using candles in the evening. Robby and I spent last weekend cleaning out our storage closet and ran across a box full of used candles that had wax dripping down the sides from the hours and hours of burning.”
Penelope, Olivia, and Laurel gathered around the display as Tessa continued, “Robby thought the candles looked cool with the wax already dripping down the sides and that gave me the idea of creating candles that look like they were already burned even though they were brand new. I have seen similar candles on the internet but realized I could create something new and exciting by layering the interior wax color and fragrances. As you burn them, the colors change and the fragrances mingle to create something new.”
“That is so clever.” Penelope wished she had the same creativity as Tessa with candles and Olivia with pastry. But she would have to settle for her ability to solve the Earth’s rocky puzzles and leave the artistry to others.
“I just love this deep purple color for the outside.” Tessa pulled a pair of scissors from her pocket and used one blade to slice through the top of the candle, revealing six intricate layers of wax. “Each layer is a lighter and lighter shade of purple until you reach a pale lavender in the center.” 
“They are just beautiful, Tessa,” Clara said. “I can imagine how pretty it burns, revealing each additional layer.” 
Tessa lifted an eight-inch-tall candle from the display, handing it to Clara. “I call this line my Amethyst Falls candles. I’d like you to have this. There’s something special inside.”
“Thank you. It reminds you of the way amethyst crystals have a darker purple on the tips and then fade to a lighter color the further back you go toward the crystal’s base.” A thin smile hovered on Clara’s lips. Penelope could tell her mother desperately wanted to disapprove of Tessa and her candle shop, but the beautiful candles and the delicious smells were winning her over.
Clara touched the sides of the candle. “What do I feel on the edges?” Penelope sensed she was fishing for details about the gems. They were easily visible along the sides of the candle.
“That is the extra-special part of the candle. I put diamonds inside. Just a few that I got from Robby’s shop.”
Clara raised an eyebrow. “Really? These must be the world’s most expensive candles.”
“Diamonds are inside the candle?” Laurel’s eyes widened as she examined the gems.
“Oh, just poor-quality diamonds. Robby didn’t want to use them in his jewelry. They aren’t worth anything.” Tessa waved her hand across her body as if she were pushing away a problem. “I like the way they sparkle along the edges as the candle burns.”
“If you are calling the line Amethyst Falls, why not have real amethysts inside, instead,” Penelope asked.
“I tried, but they didn’t sparkle as well, so I switched to the diamonds but kept the name because of the purple wax color. I think I just need to get some better quality amethysts next time and try again.”
“Tessa, I can’t take this candle knowing that there are diamonds inside,” Clara said, placing the candle on the window display table.
“Clara, I insist. Trust me. Robby’s business partner had to agree to buy a bunch of small stones to get the bigger, high-quality ones. Anyway, this candle was just an experiment. I think it would be better with larger crystals, anyway. Maybe we can team up and I can use some crystals that you sell in your shop, like clear quartz or some better-quality amethysts, and we can both sell the candles to advertise for each other, like Laurel and I are going to do.” Tessa retrieved the candle and shoved it into Clara’s hand. “Promise me you’ll keep the candle in your shop.”
“Oh, okay. If you insist. I’ll find the best crystals for your candles. We can experiment with different types to see which transmit the most light from the flame.” Lifting the candle to the overhead light, Clara watched the diamonds shimmer from their waxy cocoon.
Tessa smiled. “That would be great, thank you.”
Olivia leaned toward a table blanketed in white candles covered with glitter. “Yummy, these smell delicious.”
“I was experimenting with the fragrances and that one ended up smelling like a sugar cookie.”
“No wonder I like it. Cookies are my favorite pastry.” Olivia cradled a sugar cookie candle in her arm. “I’m buying this.”
“Awesome! The one that Penelope is holding smells like lavender and the others smell like cherry, merlot, and roses. I’m not sure which one the customers would like the most.”
They spent the next few minutes chatting with Tessa about the different methods that she used to make her candles and admired the unique flare each one had that set it apart from the typical candles you could buy in any chain store. Before long, each of them had a full bag to take home.
“It sure has been nice visiting, but I better get back to the shop. I may have some extra cleaning left to do before opening.” Clara shook Tessa’s hand.
Tessa leaned close to Penelope and lowered her voice. “New spell?” 
“Yep.” Penelope wondered if Clara was ever tired of cleaning soot from the rock shop. Her spells rarely seemed to go as planned.
Tessa’s smile faded quickly. “So, you’ll keep the Amethyst Falls in your shop, right?” 
“I certainly will. And I’ll start gathering some crystals for you to work with. This is exciting to work together.” Clara reached for the door handle.
As they meandered across the street back to the rock shop, Penelope felt relieved that her mother and Tessa were collaborating. Her mind turned to her to-do list for the day. She loved her work, but this spring was unusually busy with planning for the museum gala and the simultaneous unveiling of her new rock collection, on top of all her daily duties at the museum and her work with the city engineers now and again. 
“We need to get back to the cafe.” Laurel nudged Olivia. “The last time I left Tristan in charge this long, he tried to start Karaoke Night at The Tipsy Java.” 
Laurel’s cafe manager was excellent at his job for his youthful age. Tristan Conner started working at Tipsy Java before he was legally old enough to serve drinks in the evening, so Laurel had to keep him on the morning coffee shift until his twenty-first birthday. 
“I’d have to be tipsy to do karaoke again,” Penelope said, remembering one drunken night at her favorite college hangout.
“The candles with the wax melting down the sides gave me an idea for a new dessert. How about individual tower cakes with dripping icing that looks like hot candle wax?” Olivia glanced toward Laurel for approval.
“Like tiny candle petit fours.” Penelope loved cake, especially Olivia’s cakes. Penelope’s baking skills lacked finesse and, often, flavor. After the last time she tried to surprise her little sister by baking her a birthday cake, Olivia made Laurel promise to keep her out of the kitchen. Only Penelope could make a chocolate cake taste bland.
Clara smiled. “That sounds like a great idea. Save some for me and Penelope.”
“Agreed. That sounds outstanding, Olivia,” Laurel said.
Olivia and Laurel said their goodbyes, then trotted off toward The Tipsy Java. 
Clara watched her youngest daughter bounce with excitement for her new dessert idea. “That girl is going to be a famous chef one day.”
When Olivia moved back to town after finishing pastry school, Laurel offered her a job as her chef and baker. Olivia created all the pastries, sandwiches, and a line of handcrafted creamers for the cafe. Laurel let Olivia use the commercial kitchen for private catering clients. Penelope was proud of the business that her best friend and sister had built. They credited Clara’s inspiration with The Crystal Cove as their roadmap to success.
Penelope opened the shop door to a rousing game of tag between Jasper and Midnight. 
“See, Mom. I told you Tessa isn’t trying to steal your business.” Penelope caught Jasper mid-leap and snuggled the puppy. “She wants to work with you.”
“This is beautiful,” Clara said, admiring the candle as she set it on the corner shelf near the display of amethyst geodes. 
Jasper leaped from Penelope’s grasp, instigating a fresh round of tag as Midnight scampered through the shop. Penelope ran her hand across the surface of the candle toward the rough patches of pre-melted wax that appeared to be sliding down the sides. The purple shade reminded her of the lavender fields near her grandmother’s home, east of Charlotte. She raised the candle and took a slow breath. The fragrance sent her mind reeling to summer visits and picking flowers in the fields. 
“You’re still planning to help me at the Spring Festival tomorrow, right?”
“Sure, Mom. I’ll be there. Can I hand out some fliers about the gala?”
“Of course. I’m happy to spread the word about my brilliant daughter and her rare new rock and mineral exhibit. Hopefully, we can sell a few tickets and get some donations for the museum, too.”
“Thanks.” Penelope wrinkled her nose. “It still smells a little funky in here.” 
She and her mother scanned the gem shop. Most of the soot from the earlier botched spell was gone, but a faint odor of burned herbs and cinnamon remained. “I’ll light Tessa’s candle and see if the fragrance smell covers up the stench from my spell this morning,” Clara said.
Penelope’s phone chimed. Her assistant, Lucy, had texted that the new display cases were in, so they needed to get the crew going on the installation. “I’d better get to the museum. I’ll stop by later and get Jasper.” Penelope kneeled and ruffled her pup’s fur, then scooped her up. “You be good, you hear? Play nice with Midnight and don’t let Grandma try any more spells.”
“How about just one spell?”
“I thought you were over this Tessa thing.”
“I am. It’s a spell for making money at the festival. Now shoo. Go to the museum. There are rock displays that need you.” Clara flashed a mischievous smile as she disappeared behind the curtains. 
“Mom! I’m not coming back to help you clean again.”
“I’ll see you later,” Clara yelled.
Penelope plopped Jasper on the floor next to Midnight. “You two are in charge.” She wagged her finger at the furry pals. “Make sure she doesn’t burn this place down.”






  
  Chapter three

Penelope’s bedroom sounded like a five-alarm fire before the sun rose above the North Carolina mountains. She always struggled to get up in the mornings and finally resorted to setting the alarm on her phone to chime at five-minute intervals. If the phone didn’t wake her, the extra alarm clock on the dresser would demand she put her feet on the floor and get moving. Some mornings, like today, Penelope needed her backup alarm clock in the bathroom to scream, too. With three alarms clanging and chiming in patterned noises and rhythms, Penelope’s eyes slowly opened. When she was a teenager, her mother wielded a metal music triangle like a weapon, clanging it inches above her head when she refused to rise. Over ten years later, Penelope still wasn’t sure which sound was more unbearable. 
Jasper leaped from the floor and landed squarely on Penelope’s stomach.
“Ouch, Jasper, keep your claws in when you do that.” The playful pup bounced on the bed, almost rolling Penelope to the floor. She wrapped her arm around the three-month-old puppy who stole her heart when a museum patron showed her a picture of a new litter her dog had just a month before. The day Jasper turned eight weeks old, Penelope picked her up and then spent two hours in the pet shop choosing enough leashes, bowls, toys, food, and treats for a houseful of puppies rather than just one. She loved Jasper’s energy and looked forward to their daily jogs and playtime, although she preferred when the roughhousing started after she awoke. 
Jasper flopped onto Penelope’s stomach and licked her face. Penelope scooped up the pup and cradled her like a baby. She loved having a new puppy. Penelope hadn’t had a pet of her own since she was in high school and always wanted a husky to run and play with at the park. When the crystal shop was quiet, Clara taught her basic commands, like sit and stay. 
“We better get moving. The festival starts soon,” Penelope told the squirming pup before kissing her muzzle and plopping her to the floor. She slipped on a flannel robe covered with colorful cartoon dinosaurs she purchased at the Smithsonian Museum’s gift shop during a graduate school trip. Penelope patted barefoot to the kitchen and opened the back door to the tiny, fenced yard attached to her condominium. Jasper sprinted through the doorway to run laps around the shrubs. She had only flicked on her coffee machine when Jasper was scratching the door, asking to come in for breakfast.
Penelope scooped canned chicken entrée for puppies into a green ceramic dog bowl that read ‘Jasper’ across the front in a silver script. As the pup circled Penelope’s feet, rubbing against her legs, the constant whimpering insinuated she was moving too slowly. Jasper head-butted her ankle.
“Okay, Jasper, okay.” Penelope set the bowl on top of the paw print placemat on the floor. She cleaned Jasper’s water bowl and dry food bowl and refilled them. Finally, Penelope slipped back to the coffeemaker to brew her first cup of the day.
Every Saturday in April and May, the town threw a huge festival and farmer’s market in the park at the center of downtown, filled with food and craft vendors, and games for the kids. Every year, Clara set up a tent for her gem shop and Penelope helped her man the booth while Olivia kept them stocked with sugar-coated chocolate rocks to give to customers.
This year Penelope was bringing a small display of her rare samples from the new museum exhibit that was opening in just two short weeks. The discovery of the new mineral in the North Carolina mountains led Penelope on a quest to find more unique rocks and minerals from around the world. The samples in the museum display reflected over five years of searching and discovery. Penelope had a few sneak peek samples to show off at the festival, but the main attraction, the lavender and magenta striped mineral that everyone was waiting to see, was locked up tight in her laboratory safe.
The festival attracted an amazing crowd, but Penelope hated having to get up at five o’clock in the morning to help her mother set up the tent so they were ready to sell when the festival opened at eight. Last year, The Crystal Cove had a prime tent location near one of the main entrances adjoining the food trucks, where most attendees spent most of their time. 
A long stretch of green grass extended from the food trucks through the park entrance and acted as a funnel for the lucky vendors who claimed one of these first-come-first-served spots. Penelope jumped in the shower, then dressed in her most comfortable jeans and navy wool sweater layered over her green The Crystal Cove branded T-shirt that Clara ordered just for festivals. Springtime in western North Carolina meant layers. The air felt like winter in the morning and summer by the afternoon.
“Let’s go, Jasper. Do you want to wear your sweater today? You’re going to have to be a good girl and stick close to the booth.”
Some people in town considered it strange, but Jasper liked to wear sweaters. She paired well with Midnight, who wore capes when he was in public. Everyone in town knew the cat that ran around the festival in a black cape with a red monogrammed letter ‘M’ and a fur collar. It was one way Clara could keep track of him because there was an abundance of black cats in town. Jasper and Midnight were quite a sight with their sweater and cape. 
Penelope slipped the sweater over Jasper’s neck and pulled her paws through the leg openings. The purple cotton sweater with embroidered flowers was fitting for the first day of the Spring Festival. Penelope and Jasper rushed out the door and settled in the SUV. Penelope had always wanted a sporty little Corvette, but they weren’t good for hauling boxes of rocks, so she settled on a Hummer, the best geologist’s vehicle she could find. It could travel over any terrain and tote her samples and equipment from the museum to the field and back again. The Hummer was a deep purple color, shimmering with flecks of green and gold that reminded Penelope of one of her favorite crystals, the peacock ore. 
She arrived at the gem shop just in time to see her mother crawl out of a slick black Audi with Midnight in her arms. Penelope didn’t recognize the driver and wasn’t sure she wanted to. Her mother had many confidants, as Clara called them, and that was more than Penelope wanted to know about her mother’s social life.
“Morning, darling.” Clara rushed to draw Penelope into a quick hug. “And good morning to you, Jasper. You look beautiful today in your sweater. Are you ready for the festival?”
“Mom, you understand she can’t talk to you, right?”
“Yes, dear, but we communicate in other ways, just like Midnight and I do.” Clara gave Penelope a quick wink and took Jasper from her arms, securing harnesses and leashes on their furry friends. Penelope propped the front door open and loaded the tent and banners from the back of the shop into her waiting car.
“We need to hurry so we can get the spot that we had last year,” Clara said.
“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” 
“I put all my chakra crystals in boxes last night. Do you have your samples from the museum?”
“Yep.” Penelope pointed to the plastic totes in the Hummer’s trunk.
In a few brief minutes, Penelope and Clara finished loading the car with the festival supplies. Jasper and Midnight sat strapped into the back seat, ready for adventure.
Penelope locked the shop door and hopped into the driver’s seat. She glanced up and down the street for cars, but it was so early that only festival vendors were active. “Oh, Tessa’s shop is lit up. She must be exhibiting again this year.”
“I wonder if she will have her own tent or share one with Robby?”
“It would make more financial sense to share. The booth spaces do cost a lot. That’s why I appreciate you letting me bring a few samples to advertise the museum.” Penelope jumped on the gas. The engine roared as their heads jolted backward, smacking the headrests.
“Honestly, Penelope, you drive like a stock car racer.” Clara rubbed her neck.
Penelope chuckled. “Then I guess you should have hired a better driving teacher when I was a kid.”
“Hey, I taught you how to drive!”
“Exactly!” Penelope laughed. 
Less than fifteen minutes later, Penelope and Clara had claimed their favorite spot on the promenade. They had been exhibiting for so many years they were experts at raising the tent, arranging the banners and tables, and unpacking the rocks and minerals they hoped to sell. Penelope had a stack of geology kits she had designed for the museum gift store to thank donors and gala ticket holders who stopped by. Penelope secured the loops of two long leashes beneath one of the tent poles. Jasper and Midnight had plenty of room to run and play, but would be close enough for Penelope and Clara to monitor them.
“I’ll go get us some coffee.” Penelope scanned the food vendors, looking for The Tipsy Java.
While Clara relaxed in a director’s chair emblazoned with The Crystal Cove logo across the fabric back, Penelope strolled through the park among the tents that her fellow vendors were erecting. The new vendors struggled to set up their canopies and place their items just so, while the veterans had their procedures down to a precise set of movements. Tristan had The Tipsy Java tent set up early so he could sell coffee and pastries to the vendors before the park flooded with guests. 
This was Penelope’s favorite time of year. The entire town was awakening from its wintry slumber and joyfully welcoming the spring warmth and sunshine. A wall of white tents lined the park, their temporary shelves and tables overflowing with handcrafted treasures. Pottery, paintings, jewelry, and carved wood pieces beckoned to be admired and purchased. 
The budding trees lining the park’s edges swayed gently in the warm spring breeze, their pale green leaves playing a welcoming chorus to the arriving vendors. The air was thick with the perfume of new blossoms—roses and violets mingling in a floral melody. 
Dandelions dotted the lush grass underfoot. Penelope inhaled deeply, savoring the scents. A smile played across her lips as the mouthwatering aroma of coffee and sugary funnel cakes being fried to crispy perfection from the food trucks made her stomach growl.
As Penelope scanned the sea of vendors, she saw a familiar sight in the back row. “Hi, guys.” Penelope approached Robby and Tessa. “Your tent looks great. I love your candles and jewelry.” 
She moved along the edges of the table, admiring her friends’ handiwork. Robby had helped at the museum when he graduated from the gemological program at Sierra Springs Technical College, though his love was never in the rocks and minerals themselves, but in what he could create with his lapidary equipment. He was happy when the museum hired Penelope as the resident geologist because it left him free to focus solely on his jewelry store.
“Hi, Penelope, are you all set up?” Tessa’s new melted candle creations lined the back of the tables, letting the jewelry stand prominently up front. 
“Yep, just fetching some coffee before the crowds arrive. Mom is watching the tent and trying to keep Midnight and Jasper in line.”
“I’m sorry I’m missing opening day this year.” Robby stretched his back as if he were stiff from carrying the
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