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      SILVER-HAIRED VIOLET Greenlow tapped a little more powdered sugar on the fifth lemon pound cake she'd pulled out of the oven that morning. Mmm. The fresh lemon zest made all the difference. It had a delightful zing!

      She sang a love song under her breath and set her intention that all who ate of it would be a little bit kinder and more loving over this Valentine's weekend. She grinned. Chocolate was the rule for the holiday of lovers, but by the tingle of energy that tickled behind her ears, she knew her citrusy bundt cake was already a bestseller today at the bakery.

      Violet paused as the cheery chatter of customers ratcheted up a level at the front counter. She set the spare cakes on a shelf, cinched her white apron snug around her slim waist, and bustled out to help the next customer in line. Dak and Sam, her two employees, were ringing up sales and chatting with customers. Almost all of the tables were filled on this crisp winter day, the day before Valentine's.

      The mayor of Timber Falls and her husband sat next to a window, with eyes only for each other as they nibbled on pan au chocolat. Violet sighed. She might be an aging spinster, but she did so enjoy seeing a couple truly in love with each other. She smothered her smile.

      Of course, she was partially responsible for that match made in heaven, or rather, baked up in her oven with a perfect pinch of cupid's kiss. She couldn't help but give little pushes to fate and encourage a new relationship here and there. Her coven sisters might frown at her interference with the everyday life of the nonwitchy folks, but she couldn't help but try to make everyone around her happy. And love could bring so much joy.

      As she shot a quick glance through the wall of windows at the front of her shop, a beam of sunlight bounced off the windshield of a passing car and the steam from its tailpipe drifted up into the crystal clear skies. The shadowed sidewalks across the street were slowly thawing from the thick frost that had blanketed the town overnight, and Violet leaned to her left to catch a glimpse of the snowy cap on Mt. Ashland as framed between Bartlett's Bookends and Scarlett's Red Locks hair salon.

      The sleigh bells on the entry door jingled, and a gaggle of teenagers strolled in. She checked the clock. Yes, indeed, it was the midmorning break at the high school and since it was only a few blocks away, she always got a nice boost in sales from the hungry teens.

      As Dak and Sam served warm drinks and plates of scrumptious dainties, Violet spotted Jake Sterling, and a tiny furrow creased her brow. Now that was one stubborn man. He had resisted every love spell and cute girl she'd thrown his direction for the last three years. He had put her matchmaking skills to shame.

      She supposed he was still hung up on that stupid woman from two towns over who had callously run off with his best friend. She narrowed her eyes as she gazed at Jake. He was ruggedly handsome and that brooding, dark-eyed demeanor certainly attracted a woman's attention, but the owner of the oldest bar and grill in Timber Falls seemed immune to anything but casual relationships.

      Jake looked up from his perusal of the display case, and Violet couldn't help but flutter her eyelashes as she met his gaze. He might be thirty years younger than she, but who knew, perhaps he needed a fling with an older woman to finally heal up that broken heart of his?

      Her pulse beat quicker at the thought. She couldn't help but cock a shoulder forward and pucker her still full lips, and she knew with her wide cheekbones and deep blue eyes that she still inspired second glances and flirtations. Yes, she'd maintained her looks although she was north of middle age. She sighed. Of course, she wouldn't do anything quite so reckless as dally with the delectable Jake. She did try to avoid the notice of the local gossips.

      As Violet took over the cash register, Sam moved to assist Jake. She overheard him request a slice of the lemon pound cake and a prickling of energy shot through Violet's fingertips. Hmm. Jake had picked her special love selection for the day.

      Violet's brain buzzed as Jake moved into the line to pay for his treat and settled easily to wait behind a cheerful young mother with a cherubic baby in a backpack. Violet's gaze skimmed across the busy bistro tables and the crowd loitering in front of the display cases.

      Ah. There was Cara Winslet, the latest tenant of her backyard guest cottage, and the town's newest librarian. Violet had liked her instantly and had been eager to offer the rental to cheerful Cara, who had been full of chatter about her dream job and her interest in the quaint and quirky community of Timber Falls.

      As she stood in the bakery, Cara had a smile on her face, but Violet detected a droop in her shoulders and a tinge of sadness in her eyes. Now, what was going on? Violet sent a tendril of probing energy toward the lovely young woman and shook her head. Did she detect a fizzled romance? Yup. Cara was lonely and surely must be ripe for an eligible young man.

      Violet tilted her head as she contemplated the young woman with her thick curls and periwinkle blue eyes. As if she felt the scrutiny, Cara looked up, blinked, and then gave Violet a quick wave. Cara returned her attention to the challenge of selecting just one dessert, and the young mother with the backpack pivoted to snag a handful of napkins from the dispenser on the counter. The backpack threatened to plow into Jake who jumped to the right to dodge a collision with the baby. His coffee sloshed over his plate and cascaded down near Cara's booted feet.

      "I'm so sorry." Jake reached out to Cara.

      Cara glanced at the floor. "No worries. You missed me." She glanced back up at Jake, and her eyelashes fluttered as Violet's had. Jake touched her arm reassuringly, and for a moment, he froze.

      The electricity of attraction practically crinkled and popped through the air, and Violet's eyes grew round. Cara pulled away and straightened her knit cap over her russet-brown locks and returned to studying the baked goods behind the glass display. Violet detected a faint, but ripening blush on the woman's cheeks. Jake pulled away and gazed down at his soggy dessert.

      "Oh, dear." Violet smiled reassuringly at Jake. "We need to get you a new one." She hoped that Cara was still listening, even though her attention seemed riveted by the cinnamon buns on the second shelf.

      "There's no need." Jake waved her off. "I was probably going to dunk it in my coffee anyway."

      Violet shook her head and plucked the plate out of his hand. "No, you cannot eat that mushy mess. Hold on one second."  She went to get another slice for Jake, but Dak had served the last slice to a ponytailed teenager, right as Cara declared her desire for the lemon cake.

      As Sam was about to retreat to the kitchen, a plan popped into Violet's brain. She tapped Sam's shoulder. "Don't worry, I'll fetch more." Sam shrugged and took over the cash register. Violet darted into the back kitchen. Oh yes. It was high time Jake Sterling mended that heart of his, and Cara Winslet just might be the woman for it.

      She hummed a Nat King Cole song as she dumped the spoiled cake and deftly served up her charmed confections for her potential lovebirds. She whispered a few secret words as she drizzled a tease of icing on Jake and Cara's sweets and then for good measure dusted more powdered sugar on the golden slices.

      There. A little kiss from cupid. She knew better than to interfere with free will or to cast a wild love spell, but a delicate push in the right direction might be the trick. Besides, if they didn't kiss by the end of Valentine's Day, the spell would disintegrate, and they would have to look for love elsewhere. After all, there was only so much a witch should do.

      Violet emerged from the kitchen, passed Sam the whole cake to put in the display case, then she smiled at both Jake and Cara and served the plates to each of them.

      "My treat. It's on the house."

      "Oh, you can't do that." Cara held her hand up as if to deny the generosity.

      "There's no need. It was my fault." Jake stepped back.

      "I won't hear another word." Violet laughed. "It's my bakery, so it's my rules. Go enjoy, and Happy Valentine's." She put on her best don't-argue-with-grandma expression.

      The pair protested again, but without much conviction, and then they meekly took the proffered plates. Violet shooed them away and motioned the next customer forward. Although she pretended to completely ignore them, she watched her love protégés smile awkwardly at each other, almost say something, and then scuttle off to opposite sides of the café.

      Violet kept a vigilant watch and caught them sneaking peeks at one another, but neither budged from their separate tables. Violet shrugged. Who knew? Her spells had funny ways of playing out. Those two might not know what hit them, or the magic might evaporate, unused and unloved by the final stroke of midnight of tomorrow's Valentine's.

      With a love song tinkling in her ears, Violet whispered, "One magic kiss is all it takes."
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      CARA CHECKED HER cell phone again. Yep. Lauren's text said to meet at the Crazy Pepper Bar on the corner of State and Washington Streets. Cara parallel parked two blocks away where there were no parking time limits, not that it really mattered since it was after six, but just to be sure.

      She glanced around at the scattering of parked cars and mostly darkened businesses. Timber Falls was a small town, and it was pretty much all rolled up and tucked in for bed. She shook her head. What a difference from DC where it was only livening up at seven at night.  There were two restaurants on the other side of the street that seemed full, but overall, it was rather quiet for a Friday evening before Valentine's Day.

      As Cara tugged on her shirt hem and checked her black skirt for any stray lint, she clicked the key fob to lock up her car. She considered buttoning up her coat but decided it was a short enough walk to her destination that there was no point in bothering.  A car drove by, and Cara did a quick check to see if it was Lauren.

      Nope. It was a brown-haired man. For a second, she thought it was the dreamy guy from the bakery who'd made her pulse accelerate this morning. She did a double-take and noted the gray at the man's temples. Definitely not the cutie who'd almost splashed her boots. A little thrum of excitement zipped
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