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A teaspoon of sugar for sweetness to the day. A dollop of cream for spirituality. Stir counterclockwise. 

It was the same tea ritual Emory Chastain had used every morning for as long as she could remember. A way to start the day out right. To embrace the magic of living.

Sunlight streamed through the kitchen window, bathing her in a golden glow and sending colors from the Victorian stained-glass dancing over the walls. 

She tilted her head back, smiling when her chinchilla, Fred, bounced onto the counter, then up to her shoulder, curling sleepily into her hair. Chinchillas were a nocturnal sort, but Fred liked to stick close, even during daylight hours.

“May the heat of the sun, glow of moon, glory of fire, swiftness of wind, strength of water, and endurance of earth guide and protect me this day. As I will, so mote it be.”

She caught the time out of the corner of her eye. If she didn’t hurry, she wouldn’t have time for donuts. Draining her tea, she snagged her phone and keys off the counter and strode for the front door, long cotton skirt swishing around her legs.

There was enough time, however, to stop and bury her face in a rose. There was always time to smell the roses. They hung heavy over the rusted wrought iron fence, waving slightly in the faint breeze. 

The blue Victorian—and its garden and fence—was still in need of work with its door faded to a tomato red and the broken step up to the porch, but it was all hers. Her perfect sanctuary.

Popping her earbuds in, she cranked up Diana Ross’s “I’m Coming Out” as she marched down the sidewalk toward the donut shop, mindful of Fred’s slight weight on her shoulder. The energy of the song and the day buzzed through her, and she smiled at everyone she passed, from her grumpy neighbor walking his elderly, incontinent dachshund to the gaggle of yoga moms sipping chai lattes outside the bakery. 

Deepwood was one of those small towns that popped up in Hallmark Channel movies and romance novels. Cute, quaint, large enough to have multiple coffee shops and baked goods stores but small enough to feel cozy and inviting.

Main Street—how boring a name could you get? —stretched for several blocks and was essentially the main drag where everyone and everything congregated. Technically the center of “downtown” was four blocks over, near the town hall, but no one paid that any mind. Main Street was where it was at, including Emory’s shop, Healing Herbs.

Emory veered into what would have been a plain box of a building if it wasn’t painted bubblegum pink and popped out her earbuds, leaving Diana behind. Built in the ’40s, it had been one of those squat stucco numbers with zero personality that had served as a perfect office building until Virgil Zante had taken over and turned it into Pink Lady Donuts. Now it was shockingly cheerful and very, very pink. No one knew who the pink lady was, and no one had ever bothered to ask. It was more fun to speculate, Emory supposed. Some said it was Virgil’s mother, or perhaps a lost love. Still others thought it was Virgil himself. 

Emory didn’t much care either way. Virgil made the best donuts in the history of donuts. She ought to know. She’d eaten enough of them.

Virgil glanced up from restocking the pastry case, a smile on his pink face. The smile grew wider when he saw it was Emory. “My lady! Your usual is ready.” He set down the half empty tray of crullers and handed her a pink box. “Hello, Fred.”

Fred popped his head out long enough to take an unsalted almond from Virgil.

Emory and Virgil had a standing agreement. Every morning he had a dozen donuts ready for her. Half of them were old favorites, like maple bars and blueberry cake. The other half were experiments: mango-chutney filled, peanut butter and banana fritters, cardamom with white chocolate drizzle, CBD infused tomato basil. In return for feedback on his unusual creations, she got a steep discount.

Virgil and Fred had a different understanding. Virgil offered Fred treats, and Fred accepted them.

“Thanks, Virgil! Sorry, no time to chat. Blessed be!”

He laughed as she popped in her earbuds. “Blessed be, Emory.”

That was the thing about Deepwood. It wasn’t just a quaint, charming town. It was a town of witches. Mostly. Oh, there were mundanes—non-magical people. And supernatural types such as djinn and fairies and the occasional vampire, but mostly it was witches. In Virgil’s case, he was Wiccan rather than a true witch, although Emory could have sworn he worked pure magic in the kitchen.

Emory’s shop was smack in the middle of Main Street, halfway from the grocery store at one end and the library at the other. It was in a brick-fronted building with wide windows and a bright green awning. She’d hand-lettered the open/closed sign herself, adding a spell to it that would either encourage visitors or repel intruders, depending on which side was facing out.

Inside, she set the donut box on the register counter before scooping Fred off her shoulder and tucking him into the giant Victorian birdcage behind the counter. It served as his home away from home. Next she turned on the overhead lights and switched the sign to Open. She was already five minutes late. 

Selecting a bundle of dried rosemary, she lit it, then slowly walked the perimeter of the shop, chanting low as the fragrant smoke cleansed the shop of anything negative that might have gathered overnight. 

“Negativity that has gathered in this place,

I banish you with my light and my grace.

You have no power and no hold here,

And of you I have no fear.

Begone forever away from me.

As I will so mote it be.”

She blew out the embers and returned the bundle to its place beneath the counter. Then she happily flipped open the lid on the donut box and selected one of Virgil’s latest creations. He’d written on it in icing lime and jalapeno.

“Well, that ought to be interesting.”

Before she could take a bite, the door burst open and a woman strode in. “I need a love potion.”

The woman glared at Emory belligerently, lower jaw thrust forward. Her skinny body was swathed in a massive fake fur coat, despite the warmth of an early summer morning, and her mousy brown hair was scraped into a tight bun on top of her head. Her muddy eyes snapped in anger, as if Emory had somehow personally affronted her.

She was used to working with challenging customers. She gave the woman a placating smile as she reluctantly returned her donut to the box, inhaled through her nose, and mentally repeated, Don’t turn the customer into a frog. Don’t turn the customer into a frog.

Fred chittered in his birdcage as if to say, Go ahead. Turn her into a frog and let me bite her.

She ducked her head to hide a smile. Not that she could turn the woman into a frog. Her magic didn’t run that way, though there were some days that would come in real handy.

She waved a quieting hand at Fred as she surreptitiously studied the woman’s aura. It was heavily tinged with poisonous green. Jealousy, and a lot of it. No way was she handing this woman anything with power.

“I’m sorry, we don’t carry love potions,” Emory lied. She picked up a small brown bottle. “I have a nice herbal tincture for relaxation and stress relief.” It wasn’t the first time she’d been asked for a love potion, but one had to be cautious when dealing with magical elixirs. Emory only gave true magic to those in real need.

“I don’t need relaxation,” the customer snapped, her aura flaring an angry red. “I need a love potion. I was told you do that kind of thing.”

She carefully blanked her face. “Do what kind of thing?” Deepwood might be a witchy town filled with practitioners of the magical arts, but that didn’t mean they went around blabbing to strangers. And this woman was definitely a stranger.

The woman let out a huff of annoyance and edged a little closer. She caught a whiff of dusty roses and mothballs. “Magic.”

Emory gave a light laugh, noticing the thick brown smudge along the woman’s aura. Greed. “I can’t help you.” 

“That’s not what I hear.” The woman edged forward, shrewd eyes watching Emory like a hawk.

Every molecule in her body was immediately on high alert. Fred’s chittering grew more aggravated. “I don’t know what you mean. This is a simple herb shop. Clearly, whoever told you otherwise was mistaken.”

The woman snorted. “Don’t play coy with me,” she snapped. “I am sick of playing second fiddle. I want my man to leave his cow of a wife and marry me. So give me that love potion. Now!” 

She was right up in Emory’s personal space. Unease shivered through her. She didn’t have much in the way of offensive spells, and there was no way she was giving this woman a love potion so she could steal another woman’s husband. She sent out a mental call for help.

“Listen, witch,” the woman in the fur coat hissed. She grabbed Emory’s arm, her fingernails digging into pale flesh like claws. “I want that love potion, and I want it now.” 

Fred bounced in his cage, angry chitters growing louder by the second. Emory yanked, but the nails dug in, sending pain shooting up her arm. She tried not to wince, but her mouth was dry with fear. This woman might be a mundane, but extreme avarice had made her strong and crazy.

“Give it to me,” the woman screeched, her face twisted into a caricature, “or else.”

“Or else what?” someone boomed from the doorway.

Emory and the woman stared, startled. Two women stood there like the Furies reborn, arms akimbo, faces wreathed in righteous anger. Emory almost wilted in relief at the sight of them.

“Let. Her. Go.” The blonde strode forward, her eyes pools of black ink, a threat in every word. Her pale skin glowed moon bright, and her cheeks flushed pink with determination.

The other woman kept pace beside her, curly black-brown hair floating in a gust of wind no one else could feel. Her eyes had turned silver, starkly bright against her dark skin.

Fred bounced to the front of his cage, a ball of dark gray fur with a whipping tail and sharp teeth. He let out an enraged screech, pressing tiny paws against the bars.

The woman in the fur coat stumbled back, hands held up as if to ward everyone off. 

“I didn’t mean to cause no trouble,” the customer all but whimpered, the fight gushing out of her. “I won’t bother you no more.” Gone was the haughty tone and elegant inflection. Sweat beaded her brow and upper lip.

“See that you don’t,” Emory snapped, cradling her injured arm. “Go now and don’t return. I banish thee. As I will so mote it be.”

The woman paled, then whirled, the fur coat fanning dramatically behind her, and scurried out the door, slamming it behind her so hard, the windowpane next to it rattled ominously.

Emory heaved a sigh of relief, she leaned down and scooped Fred out of his cage, rubbing her chin over his impossibly soft fur to calm both of them. “Thanks, ladies. She was, uh, a little scary.”

The blonde rushed forward and gave Emory a quick hug. Her eyes had bled from black back to their natural blue, which matched the blue of her Wonder Woman T-shirt. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Lene,” she assured her best friend. “She just creeped me out. Gave me a nice set of claw marks as a memento, too.” Emory showed them the bloody furrows raked across her skin, like blood on snow.

Lene—“Lehnah not Lenny”—Davenport made a distressed sound. “I’ll get the med kit.” She hurried to the back room, her flip-flops slapping against the wood floor with little sploging sounds.

“What did that nasty woman want, anyway?” the other witch, Veri, asked. Her eyes had returned to a soft, warm brown that complimented her rich, brown skin. 

Emory popped open Fred’s house. She urged him inside, handed him a raisin, then latched the door. He nibbled on his treat in ecstasy, the earlier drama forgotten. “She said she wanted a love potion. Claimed someone told her I carried them.”

Veri snorted, fluffing out the skirt of her tangerine ’50s style dress. “Please. That woman was full of crazy. Did you see the greed in her aura? No way anyone we know would send her our way.”

Veri was right. The world at large knew nothing about the truth of Deepwood. The town kept their secrets well hidden.

“She was probably just guessing,” Lene said, returning from the storeroom with an old sewing basket. It had belonged to Emory’s grandmother, except Emory didn’t sew, so she’d converted it into a medical kit. “Word gets around, you know. Probably heard a rumor and thought she’d give it a try. Claimed someone had told her about you so you’d be more willing to give up the goods.”

“True,” Veri said thoughtfully as Lene pushed Emory into a chair and rummaged in the med kit. “Decided to take a gamble. Lost big time.”

“Thanks for rescuing me, though I was hoping to get her out of here without giving away the fact that we can do magic. Denial is always the best way to go when it comes to outsiders.” It was essential to keep things low key. Emory did not want the world at large knowing that not only was magic real, so were witches. The last thing they needed was another installment of the Salem Witch Trials, only this time in Oregon instead of Massachusetts. 

“Hey, what are friends for?” Veri said with a shrug. “Listen, everything under control here? Because I left the shop unmanned.” Veri was not only her friend and a fellow coven member, she also owned the lingerie store next door to Emory’s shop, in the other half of the building.

Emory waved her off and closed her eyes as Lene silently cleaned and bandaged her arm. She pinched the bridge of her nose. A headache lurked behind her eyes. Maybe she needed a dose of one of her tinctures. 

“Sorry about spilling the beans,” Lene said as she tucked the supplies back in the sewing basket. “It was just awful seeing that woman attacking you like that, and you not using any magic or anything.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” Emory squeezed her hand. “It’ll be fine. What’s one gold digger wanting a stupid love potion, anyway?” But deep down Emory had a feeling of foreboding. Not necessarily about the woman, but something was coming. She cleared her throat. “Don’t you have something to do other than fuss over me?”

Lene shook her head, her blonde mane bouncing dramatically. “The bookstore was completely empty when you called. I activated a ward before I left so no one will come in.”

Lene owned the town’s only bookstore, Second Sight Books. It was tucked into an old cottage next to Veri and Emory’s building. Lene carried mostly used books, and the store was frequently busy. She also did a thriving online business, locating rare, magical texts for out-of-town witches. 

The bell jangled above the shop door, and Emory glanced up, half expecting the love potion lady to reappear. But it was a young woman wearing an enormous pair of hot pink sunglasses and a brown pageboy that was obviously a wig. She glanced around nervously before approaching the counter.

She cleared her throat. “Emory Chastain?”

She felt a momentary flutter of trepidation. “That’s me.”

“My name is”—she hesitated—“Julia. I live out near the funeral home.” She probably meant Deepwood Mortuary on the bluff overlooking the Willamette River. Nice neighborhood. “Um, I read about your shop online. How you had that love magic event awhile back.”

Emory and Lene exchanged glances as Emory rose to her feet. “That was a popular event. I still have some of the products, if you’re interested.”

Julia swallowed. “N-no thanks. That’s not what I’m here for.”

Emory gave Lene a look and, with a nod, Lene faded into the background, though she didn’t stray far, despite having a shop to run. After the incident with the love potion lady, she wasn’t about to leave Emory alone.

Emory waved her new client to the small alcove in the corner, where two comfortable chairs were placed around a small, low table. It was the perfect spot for sipping tea or reading tarot cards. “Would you like to sit?”

Julia shook her head. “I don’t have much time.”

“Very well. How may I help you?” She kept her voice quiet and even. She had a feeling her newest customer was the type who spooked easily.

Julia slid her glasses off. Emory tried not to wince. The skin around the young woman’s left eye was swollen and purple. Somebody had belted her good. Her palms itched with the need to punch whoever it was in some place a lot more sensitive than an eye.

“Who did that?” Emory couldn’t help asking the question, though it was invasive.

“My husband.” Julia’s voice was so soft, Emory could barely hear her. 

“Does he do that often?”

Julia tilted her chin up a little, and Emory admired her struggle to be strong. Leaving abusive jerks could be difficult, if not impossible, for some. It was also dangerous and very brave.

“Yes.”

She swallowed her outrage and the strong language that rose to her tongue. She had to remain calm if she was going to help her. “What do you need me to do?” Hopefully the woman wouldn’t ask her to put a curse on him. Although she was sorely tempted, she didn’t want it bouncing back on her threefold. There were rules when it came to magic. Whatever you put out in the universe was what you got back in spades. Including bad juju.

Julia cleared her throat and replaced her glasses. “Hide me.”

Emory smiled. “Now that I can do.”

Her gold gladiator sandals slapped lightly against the wood floor as she strode to a nearby display table. The footwear was her concession to working with the public, although she hated anything on her feet. It blocked her connection to Mother Earth. She missed the constant ebb and flow of energy between her and the planet, but the mundane world had its demands. 

She grabbed a bar of soap from a table and a bottle of lotion from the glass shelves and returned to her client. “Take these,” she said, handing Julia the items.

The young woman stared at the lotion and soap. “Skin care products?” She frowned. “That’s not going to hide me from my husband.”

“You came here for my help, yes?”

She nodded. Emory couldn’t see much of her eyes behind the glasses. Does she have any idea what I can do? 

“Then believe those bath products aren’t ordinary.”

“Okay.” Julia’s voice was shaky. “What do I do?”

“You have somewhere to stay? Somewhere your husband doesn’t know about?”

“Yes, I—”

“Don’t tell me,” she said, holding up her hand. “It’s better if I don’t know. Just in case.”

“All right.”

“The minute you get to where you’re staying, take a shower and wash with that soap. While you do, picture in your mind walking past your husband on the street and him not even noticing you. Then do the same with the lotion when you get out of the shower. Imagine you’re slathering on an invisibility barrier. He looks at you, but he doesn’t see you. Got it?”

“Got it. But how is that going to work?”

“The mind is a powerful thing, Julia. This will work, I promise. But it’s only temporary. Three or four days at most, so you need to get out of town as soon as possible.” She walked over to the counter, opened a drawer, took out a business card, and handed it to Julia.
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