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Fire Burn and Cauldron Bubble

By Jennifer Patricia O’Keeffe


The sun bled watercolor streaks—rose, tangerine, bruised violet—over Pickett Falls as dawn stretched its limbs. Traffic slept, but Sticky and Sweet Bakery already hummed beneath locked doors, its scent of caramelized sugar and yeast twisting through the crisp air like an invisible thread pulling neighbors from their beds. Steam fogged the front windows, trapping the warmth of a thousand rising doughs inside its brick belly, while the street remained hushed except for the distant chime of a church bell counting six o’clock. Esmerelda’s kingdom of flour and fire stood ready, its silence broken only by the ghost of promise in every wafting aroma.

Inside, the front room drowned in shadow, but the kitchen blazed under industrial lights that turned sweat into liquid gold on skin. Esmerelda moved like a piston, her knuckles white as she slammed dough onto the floured counter, the rhythmic thud echoing off stainless steel walls. Four ovens glowed cherry-red behind her, breathing out the buttery perfume of fruit danishes, the sugary sigh of glazed donuts, and the rich tang of cheese pastries swelling under their own heat. Her blonde hair escaped its bun in wisps that clung to her temples, and the air shimmered above the stovetop where syrup bubbled in copper pots. Every surface held motion: spoons scraping bowls, timers ticking down, trays sliding into fiery maws.

Heat clung to Esmerelda’s skin like a second dress, her cotton blouse darkened at the spine where sweat seeped through. She never slowed, folding croissant layers with surgeon’s precision while Trish piped frosting onto cupcakes in neat spirals. The bakery’s rhythm was her pulse—fast, sure, relentless—and she knew every pastry would vanish by noon, devoured by customers who’d never guess at the alchemy behind their morning bliss. Trish’s hands flew too, steady as clockwork, but Esmerelda’s pace felt unnatural, as if time bent to serve her will. Flour dusted the floor like snow, and the ovens’ roar filled the silence between them.

"I don’t know how you do it," Trish said, her voice tight as she drizzled glaze over forty-eight cheese danishes, each stroke identical. She stepped back, admiring the perfect amber sheen. "You ran this place for a year by yourself. You’re like… a miracle worker." Her apron bore the day’s battle scars—splatters of chocolate, streaks of berry jam—and she wiped her brow with a trembling wrist.

Esmerelda smiled without looking up, her hands coaxing butter and dough into delicate layers for croissants. "No miracles here," she murmured, the words warm as the oven’s breath. She dusted her fingers with flour, and the fine white cloud hung suspended for a heartbeat too long. "Just practice… skill… and a whole lot of luck." The last word caught in her throat, sharp as a thorn.

"Lucky my butt," Trish shot back, swiping sweat from her upper lip with the back of her hand. Her eyes darted to the ovens, then back to Esmerelda. "This is hard work. You must have been raised in a household that baked a lot. Like, generations of bakers." She nudged a tray of danishes toward the cooling rack, her knuckles white.

Esmerelda shook her head, her laugh light as spun sugar. "Not at all… my mother wouldn’t know hard work if it slapped her," she said, rolling dough into seamless cylinders. Her voice dropped, just for Trish. "My family was weird. All they ever had to do was envision something and—boom!—there it was." A danish on the counter beside her suddenly gleamed, its fruit filling impossibly vibrant.

"Lucky family," Trish noted, her voice strained as she attacked the third cupcake batch, frosting roses blooming under her steady hand. She avoided Esmerelda’s eyes, focusing on the precise placement of each sprinkle. "I still don’t know how you did this by yourself for so long. It’s… inhuman."

"Easy enough," Esmerelda shared, her wink quick as a flicker of candlelight. She began rolling fresh dough, the motion fluid, hypnotic. "I was just waiting to hire you." The kitchen seemed to hold its breath for a split second, the ovens’ hum deepening. "Either way, we rock this out. No worries."

"True…" Trish replied, her voice tight as she centered a chocolate kiss atop a cupcake with mechanical care. Each placement was exact, obsessive, as if her livelihood depended on flawless symmetry. "And I’m so thankful you hired me. I have two different culinary degrees and still couldn’t find work in this stupid town." Her shoulders slumped, just for an instant.


"See… you were also waiting on me," Esmerelda mused, her fingers pausing over the dough. She tilted her head, studying Trish like a puzzle. "Did you have a chance to go over my list of Halloween week specialties?" The air thickened, smelling suddenly of burnt caramel beneath the sweetness.


Trish stalled, her spoon hovering over a cupcake. She took a slow breath, as if bracing for impact. Then, "Yeah… but the candy glass? Isn’t that dangerous?" Her knuckles whitened around the piping bag.

Esmerelda raised an eyebrow, her smile not quite reaching her eyes. "It’s just hard candy. It’s as easy as it can be." She turned back to the counter, rolling dough with sharp, decisive strokes. "That, and the slime cupcakes. They may look green and brown and gross… but, oh wow! They’re so good." The words hung there, sticky and sweet, as the ovens roared behind her.

The kitchen held its breath, the only sounds the scrape of Trish’s frosting knife and the sigh of ovens cooling between batches. Esmerelda’s hands moved without pause, folding danish dough into perfect triangles, her knuckles white against the flour-dusted counter. Trish’s gaze stayed fixed on the cupcakes, but her question cut through the quiet like a shard of glass.


"So… have you ever had a slow day here at the bakery?" she asked, her voice too light, too careful. She didn’t look up as she arranged chocolate kisses atop frosting roses, each placement exact, obsessive. "I mean… we sell out of every single thing we make, like… every day." A bead of sweat traced her temple, vanishing into the collar of her apron.


Esmerelda’s smile stayed fixed as she pressed her thumb into the dough, sealing the edges. "Yeah… there were a lot of rough days when I first opened," she said, the words smooth as buttercream. Her eyes flicked to the clock—twenty-three minutes until opening. "For the first couple of months, I had no idea how to make this place successful… or how to even pay my bills." The lie tasted of ash on her tongue.


Lies. They were all lies. Sticky and Sweet had never known a slow hour, never felt the sting of unsold pastries. Her magic couldn’t conjure gold or stop time, but it could twist the scent of baking bread into a siren song. That aroma didn’t just drift from the vents—it clung to the air like a lover’s promise, pulling customers down the street with a hunger they couldn’t name. It was why the danishes gleamed too bright, why the sugar crusts cracked with unnatural crispness.



"Well," Trish continued, sliding a tray of cupcakes toward the display case, her voice tight, "whatever you did to figure out how to make this work—sister, it works. There’s no doubt about that." She wiped her hands on her apron, leaving streaks of chocolate like dried blood.



Esmerelda nodded, her smile never slipping, but her hands moved faster now, rolling croissant dough with sharp, desperate strokes. She wouldn’t speak the truth—the truth that the scent was a spell, that the town’s devotion was forced. The mortal rules were iron: blend in, stay silent, or be cast back to the realm where spells brewed without spark and cauldrons simmered with oatmeal. Mundane. Bland. Unbearable.


"You know," Trish added, lifting another tray of cupcakes, her arms trembling slightly under the weight, "I ate breakfast before I got here, but this job still always makes me hungry." Her eyes darted to the cooling rack, where glazed donuts glistened like jewels.


Esmerelda’s chest tightened. Yes. Because you’re not just hungry for food. The spell didn’t just sell pastries—it fed on longing, on the hollow ache beneath every smile. But she could never say it. To confess would unravel everything: the bakery, the town’s trust, the fragile peace she’d built while pretending to be ordinary. The other realm awaited—a place of gray skies and silent spells, where witches were just… people.



"I know what you mean," she told Trish, yanking open the oven door. Heat roared out, carrying the molasses-sweet sting of brown sugar and cinnamon. She slid out two trays, the bread’s crust crackling like dry bones as it cooled. Steam curled around her face, smelling of earth and embers. "This job keeps me hungry.”



The clock’s hands pressed close to seven—fifteen minutes until the doors swung open, customers flooding in like clockwork. Esmerelda’s pulse quickened; she’d trained Trish flawlessly, from the precise angle of a cupcake swirl to the exact sigh of relief when the register drawer clicked shut. A good employee, this one. A necessary one.


"If you want to start the coffees," Trish said without looking up, her voice slicing the kitchen’s hum, "I’ve got this. You can man the front and I can take care of back here… or I can man the front and you can stay here." She finally met Esmerelda’s eyes, a smirk playing on her lips. "Whichever you want. You’re the boss after all."

Trish’s smile was warm as fresh bread, pulling a matching curve to Esmerelda’s own mouth. "Sure you wouldn’t rather be up front?" she asked, wiping flour from her wrist.


"And deal with all those grumpy people before they’ve had any coffee?" Trish shot back, a short ha escaping her. "I think I’d rather sweat back here. It’s safer." She nudged a tray of danishes toward the cooling rack, her knuckles white.


Esmerelda couldn’t argue. Those first customers arrived sharp as broken glass—tired eyes, clipped words, fingers drumming the counter. She handled them easily; others might crumble. "I’ll go start the brew," she said, stripping off her flour-dusted apron and tying on a clean one, crisp as morning frost.

She pushed through the swinging half-door into the front room, the space hushed except for the whir of display case lights. Behind the long bar counter, six glass cases stood empty, waiting to glitter with pastries. The cash register sat between them, flanked by a second counter where coffee machines gleamed—espresso grinders, steam wands, bags of beans roasted to Esmerelda’s secret alchemy.


Those beans weren’t imported; they were hers. Each one pulsed with measured magic—caffeine calibrated to the heartbeat, a spell woven into the roast. Esmerelda stared at the bags, their scent sharp as pine needles after rain, and smiled. Then her gaze snagged on the near-empty stock.


Glancing over her shoulder at Trish bent over cupcakes, Esmerelda grinned. Her hand flicked silently before the coffee supply, lips shaping a silent incantation. The bags swelled, beans spilling like black pearls onto the counter—a whisper of steam hissing where her magic touched.


She turned to the four coffee urns, their emptiness yawning. Confidence surged as she strode toward them, finger jabbing at each vessel. Darkness pooled without pour, the brews materializing—light roast golden as honey, dark roast thick as tar. Their aromas tangled in the air, weaving a tapestry of warmth that promised comfort, need, return.


"Oh, coffee…!" Trish breathed, a delighted moan escaping her as she drifted through the half-door, drawn by the scent. She grabbed an insulated cup and filled it with the darkest roast, steam curling like beckoning fingers.

Esmerelda watched as Trish lifted the cup to her nose, eyes fluttering shut. Steam wreathed her face in a hazy halo as she inhaled deep, slow—then parted her lips to kiss the cup’s rim. The first sip drew a low moan from her throat, her smile spreading like sunrise.

Esmerelda stifled a silent giggle. Trish’s bliss was a thing of beauty—a moment so pure it seemed to still the room, thick as the coffee’s perfume.


"I take it today’s brew is up to par?" Esmerelda asked, though Trish’s rapt expression already screamed yes. Her cheeks glowed, her shoulders slack, her fingers cradling the cup like a sacred relic.


Trish’s eyes fluttered open, heavy-lidded and glazed as river stones, her smile stretching too wide, too slack. She lowered the cup with deliberate slowness, steam still curling around her face like a lover’s fingers, and tilted her head with the dreamy cadence of a sleepwalker. "Up to par?" she murmured, the words thick as syrup. "Why… it’s the best batch ever." Her lashes fluttered once, twice, before she lifted the cup again, her knuckles bone-white around the insulated paper cup.

Esmerelda seized the moment. While Trish drowned in the coffee’s grip, she turned toward the kitchen, lips parting in a silent incantation only the ovens could hear. Behind her, the pastries stirred—danishes levitating, cupcakes gliding—sliding into the glass cases with unnatural precision. Each item settled into place like teeth in a jaw, the frosting gleaming wet under the display lights.


Trish noticed nothing. Her entire world had narrowed to the dark roast’s embrace—a brew whose strength wasn’t caffeine, but control. It wrapped drinkers in a velvet trance, lulling them into surrender while the cup warmed their palms. Only later would the crash hit: four hours of borrowed energy, then hollow collapse, veins screaming for more. The withdrawal was the point. It dragged them back, desperate, hungry. Esmerelda’s favorite part.


The clock’s hands kissed seven. Esmerelda never missed a beat—sun or blizzard, her rhythm was ironclad. Doors unlocked at 7:00 sharp, ovens cooled at 1:00, lights died at 4:00. She was the town’s silent metronome.

Thirty seconds to opening. She watched the glass door.


Customers already lined the sidewalk, shoulders hunched against the chill, eyes fixed on the "OPEN" sign like moths to a flame. Esmerelda checked the time—exactly 6:59:30—and waited. Five… four… three… Two. The dining room lights flared to life. The lock clicked. The door swung inward.



Carol Mason stepped through first—sixty-three, plump as a ripe peach after her first cup, but now a bitter crone with her hand clenched to her purse strap. Her librarian’s cardigan hung loose, her eyes sharp as broken glass. Before coffee, Carol was ice. After? She’d be giggling into her third pastry.


"Good morning, Ms. Mason," Esmerelda said, voice honeyed as caramel. "Would you like the usual today?"

"Coffee…" Carol rasped, the word scraping like gravel. Her fingers twitched toward the counter. "Coffee, and a dozen donuts. Mixed."

"Alrighty," Esmerelda replied, punching keys with a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. The register chimed. The pastries gleamed, their sugar crusts crackling faintly. "So… the usual."

Esmerelda filled a large insulated cup with Carol’s dark roast, the liquid thick as tar, and snapped a lid into place. She slid it across the counter just as Carol’s trembling fingers closed around it. The moment the cup touched her lips, Carol’s face softened—wrinkles melting like wax, eyes glazing over with liquid euphoria. Esmerelda watched, pride curling in her throat like smoke, as she packed a pink cakebox with a dozen donuts.


"Oh…" Carol moaned, the sound low and wet as a dying breath. She didn’t open her eyes, didn’t see the thirteenth donut Esmerelda added—a baker’s dozen, sticky with glaze. Her moans deepened, rhythmic as a heartbeat, her body swaying slightly as she savored each sip like communion. The coffee’s steam wrapped around her face, clinging like a lover’s shroud.



Esmerelda handed over the box, its clear window showcasing the glistening pastries. Carol took it blindly, her free hand cradling the cup to her chest. This was her ritual: arrive hollow, leave full. She drifted toward the door, sipping with reverent slowness, her shoulders loose, her steps floating. The crash would come later—always later—but for now, she was Esmerelda’s perfect puppet.


The next customers stepped up: the Miller Twins, identical in rumpled college hoodies, sleepy-eyed and grinning. Esmerelda didn’t hesitate. "Good morning, Toby," she said to the one on the left. "Good morning, Joey," she told his mirror image.

The brothers froze, exchanging a look of stunned disbelief. Toby rubbed his eyes. "How do you do that? You always seem to know…"

"We even switched who stands on which side today," Joey added, voice tinged with awe.


Esmerelda shrugged, already moving toward the Medium Roast urn. "What can I say? It’s just a gift." She filled two large cups, the brew hotter than sin, its steam smelling of burnt sugar and iron. This roast didn’t soothe—it ignited. Four hours of frantic energy, then collapse. A craving that dragged them back, begging.



She sprinkled a pinch of iridescent dust into each cup—ground pixie wings, the sweetest poison known. The twins had asked for sugar that first visit. They never specified what kind. Esmerelda had smiled, stirred in the dust, and watched their eyes widen with unnatural delight. Now it was ritual. Her ritual.



She handed them the cups, the paper sweating condensation like fevered skin. "Anything else this morning, guys?" Her voice was honey. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. The dust swirled in the coffee, glinting like crushed stars. Like wings.


Esmerelda saw the hunger in the twins’ eyes before they spoke—their gazes locked on the cheese danishes, glazed icing still weeping golden rivulets down warm pastry walls. They didn’t need to ask. She already knew.

"Two danishes coming right up," she said, sliding the pastries into a bag as the register chimed. Her smile stayed fixed while she handed them the order. "Have a great morning, Toby and Joey." The twins sipped their pixie-dust coffee, eyes already sharpening with unnatural focus as they drifted toward the door.


Then she saw him. The new man. Yesterday’s ghost returned. Tight blue jeans, white shirt clinging like wet silk, leather jacket hanging open just enough to tease the curve of his chest. His smile was too wide, too perfect, brown hair combed with military precision. Esmerelda’s pulse hitched—no trace of withdrawal. No dilated pupils. No trembling hands. Impossible.



If she didn’t know better, she’d think he’d poured her dark roast down the drain. But he’d paid. He’d taken it to-go. Maybe he’d gifted it? Shared it with someone else? The thought curdled in her gut. No. The spell binds the drinker. Not the giver.


"Why, hello again," she greeted, studying the sharp line of his jaw. "It’s Keith, right?"


"Wow, you have a memory like a steel trap," he replied, voice smooth as aged bourbon. He leaned slightly against the counter, close enough for her to catch his cologne—sandalwood and something wrong. "And you are… Esmerelda?"


She nodded, wary. "You remembered."

"It’s hard not to remember," he said, a flush creeping up his neck. "All I have to do is remind myself that you share a name with one of the most beautiful gypsies in one of the most beautiful and yet frightening books ever written." He cleared his throat, suddenly awkward. "I think I’ll try your… light roast today. Just a small, please."


Light roast? Esmerelda’s spine went rigid. Her fingers froze mid-reach for the urn. No one asked for light roast. Ever. It was the weak sibling—barely caffeinated, utterly harmless. A child’s drink.



"Did you not like the dark roast yesterday?" she asked, grabbing a small cup. The paper felt alien in her hands. Smalls were relics here.


"Yeah, it was alright," he shrugged, sipping imaginary coffee like they shared secrets. "A little bitter to my taste buds though. I’m not much of a dark roast guy. I like my coffee light and nutty."


He drank it… The truth hit her like a physical blow. He drank my coffee… and he has no side effects… Her chest tightened. No craving. No trance. No need. For the first time in years, her magic had failed. A crack splintered through her world.



Just then, Trish’s cup emptied. The last drop vanished down her throat, and the trance shattered. Her eyes snapped to Esmerelda’s—sharp, alive, hungry. "I swear," she breathed, the words thick with devotion, "you’re a coffee brewing genius."


Esmerelda shot Trish a glare sharp enough to flay skin. "Check the oven," she hissed, voice barely a whisper over the register’s chime. "I think I forgot to take the little cakes out." Her knuckles whitened on the counter, pulse hammering in her throat.


Trish’s eyes widened. She bolted for the kitchen, heels clicking like gunshots. Esmerelda’s lips curled—there was nothing in the ovens—but a silent command and a flick of her chin conjured golden cupcakes steaming on the rack. Trish’s relieved shout echoed: "Fortunately, nothing burned!"


"That’s great," Esmerelda muttered, not turning. Her gaze locked on Keith. "My light roast is pretty weak," she said, forcing sugar into her voice. "Maybe… a small of the medium roast?" Her smile didn’t waver, but her nails dug crescents into her palm.

Keith grinned, shaking his head. "Nah… the lighter the better for me." His eyes swept the pastries, lingering on the cheese danishes. "I don’t require much caffeine. I will take two cheese danishes though. They look super good."


Esmerelda poured the pale brew, her jaw tight. He wants weak? Fine. As she boxed the danishes, her fingers brushed the pastry—a silent spell woven into the glaze. Crave this. Need this. Come back. Not coffee’s chains this time. Food’s noose.


She slid the box and cup across the counter. "Here you go," she said, smile frozen. The spell pulsed beneath the wax paper, sticky as blood.


"How much do I owe you?" Keith asked, lifting the cup. He took a slow sip, eyes closing. "Mmm… now that’s good coffee." His bliss wasn’t trance—it was truth.


Esmerelda’s vision flashed red. She could make his head explode—a sudden pop, brains painting the display cases like frosting. But she didn’t. Not yet. She needed answers. "No charge today," she said, voice honey over razors. "You’re a new customer. I’ll make it right."


Keith beamed, pulling a crumpled ten from his pocket. He dropped it into the tip jar with a clink. "That’s really kind of you," he said, leaning close enough for her to smell sandalwood and something cold. "You bought my breakfast. I’ll buy your lunch."


Esmerelda’s grin stretched tight as a noose, but she held it, nodding at Keith’s offer. "That’s very kind of you," she said, voice honeyed, "but… it’s just me and Trish here. By the time I get a moment to take lunch, it’s close to two in the afternoon." Her fingers twitched toward the register, itching to flip it shut.


She inhaled sharply. Something wrong clung to him—not cologne, not sweat. Pine and jasmine masked it, but beneath lay a scent like burnt copper and old parchment. His clothes were ordinary, his smile lethal, his voice smooth as a blade sliding between ribs. He wasn’t immune. Nothing was immune. Yet here he stood, untouched by her dark roast’s chains.



"I don’t think I’ve got anything going on at two today," Keith replied, shrugging like they shared secrets. "Maybe… I could come join you for lunch? I know this charming diner just a block away. Everything they make is outstanding. I enjoy it so much that I sometimes think they’ve put a spell over me." His eyes glinted—dare you to bite.



That’s it! Esmerelda’s pulse roared. Another witch. Someone had already sunk claws into him, shielding him from her magic. The thought curdled in her gut—her town, her rules, her prey. But she smiled, sweet as poisoned sugar. "Sure… By then, I could definitely use a break from here."


Keith’s grin widened, sharp as a scalpel. "Great! Then, it’s a date! I mean… a late luncheon outing!"


Esmerelda chuckled, low and false. "We can call it a lunch date if you’d like," she said, already mapping the diner in her mind. Find the other witch. Rip her spell apart. Burn her bones for coffee grounds. Let him name it whatever he wanted—she’d use him to hunt her.



Oh, the things she’d do to that witch. This was Esmerelda’s territory. No one stepped on her ground and walked away. This afternoon, she’d watch another witch scream as her magic unraveled.


"I’ll see you at two," she said, glancing past Keith at the line of customers—faces slack with craving, eyes fixed on the coffee urns. "I better get back to work though. You know how people are without their first cup of coffee in the morning. I’d hate to see a brawl break out in here."

Keith chuckled, stepping back with a sip of his weak brew. "Yeah… I get that." His smile didn’t reach his eyes. "Two o’clock! I’ll meet you here."


Esmerelda’s gaze followed Keith through the door, locked onto the firm, strong contours of his backside—perfect, like the rest of him. But beneath that polished surface, something festered. No human was flawless. Imperfection always bled through. What rot hid inside him? Her jaw tightened as the door swung shut behind him.


"That man has a killer butt!" Trish chirped, materializing at her elbow like a caffeine-fueled ghost. Esmerelda hadn’t heard her return from the kitchen. "And, I think he likes you!" Trish’s voice dipped into a girlish sing-song, fingers fluttering near her flushed cheeks.

"He can like me all he wants," Esmerelda murmured, eyes still fixed on the empty doorway, "but we both know I don’t have time for the mating rituals of men." Her knuckles whitened on the counter’s edge.

"Mating rituals…" Trish teased, nudging her shoulder. "You sound like a schoolteacher."


"I’m just a business woman," Esmerelda half-lied, the words ash in her mouth, "and this place is my business. But… if he wants to have lunch with me, so be it." The lie settled like lead in her stomach. He’s bait. You’re hunting.


Trish shook her head, grin unwavering. "Anyway, I need to know what colors you want the frosting on those cupcakes. We don’t have any frosting left made up already."


Esmerelda’s eyes swept the line of customers—zombie-still, eyes hollow with craving. Their need pressed against her like a physical weight, but Keith’s shadow filled her mind: the diner, the other witch, the lunch date. "I’ll take care of the cupcakes," she announced, voice sharp as a cleaver. "Help the customers for a few minutes and then I’ll let you hide in the kitchen again."


"Hide?" Trish laughed, already turning toward the register. "Shoot… I’m caffeinated and ready to rock’n’roll, sister! I’ve got this. You go frost."


Esmerelda nodded, retreating through the swinging half-door. Trish hated customers—this was the dark roast’s gift. Productivity over panic. Her advantage. But the kitchen offered no refuge. Six trays of warm, unfrosted cupcakes waited, their blank canvases mocking her.



As she squeezed vanilla frosting into a piping bag, Keith’s face swam behind her eyes—his muscular shoulders, the curve of his jaw, the perfect line of his backside. She didn’t want to like him. Didn’t want to anticipate that lunch. But the thought of him, of the diner, of the witch who’d dared to shield him… it clung like burnt sugar.



Perhaps she craved answers—why her magic failed him. Or perhaps… he was the spell. Not witchcraft. Not curses. Just heart. The idea slithered through her, cold and unwelcome. She forced the piping tip over a cupcake, the frosting spiraling into a messy bloom.



And yet—despite the fury at an intruder on her turf, despite the gnawing dread of unraveling magic—she was looking forward to seeing him again. The admission slithered through her like ice water: begrudging, furious, undeniable.


~~~


The bakery breathed quiet as two o’clock neared, sunlight pooling on empty tables except for Trish’s corner booth. Her husband Mack nursed iced tea beside two boys devouring cupcakes with frosting-smeared cheeks, their giggles sharp as broken glass in the stillness. Esmerelda’s pulse thrummed—a drumbeat of doubt. Why agree to this? Her witch’s gut twisted, whispering trap, but she couldn’t name the teeth in its jaws.



She tightened her apron strings, knuckles white. Trust your intuition. The diner witch had lured Keith here—to her—like a spider dangling prey. But Esmerelda wasn’t fooled. Her guard stood high, magic coiled in her fingertips like a serpent waiting to strike. Let the other witch try. Let her dare test a true adversary’s ruthlessness.



The door chimed. Keith stepped in, still clad in yesterday’s jeans and white shirt, leather jacket hanging loose. No costume change for a date? Esmerelda’s gaze narrowed. She hadn’t changed either—but she manifested this blouse at dawn. Humans shopped. His laziness reeked of arrogance. Or worse: confidence.


"Ah…" Keith’s voice slid toward her, smooth as oil. "You look fantastic!"


Esmerelda cocked an eyebrow, shifting her weight. Fantastic? Flour dusted her collar, sweat glued strands of blonde hair to her temples. She’d spent hours kneading dough and dodging coffee-starved zombies. If anything, she looked hunted.



Her mind snapped to the danishes. Had the spell worked where the coffee failed? "Would you like another danish?" she asked, forcing sweetness into her tone. Let him drool. Let him beg.


"Oh… no," Keith waved a dismissive hand, smile never slipping. "Two were more than enough. I’ve gotta watch my weight. Clothes are expensive, you know."


No effect. Esmerelda’s chest tightened. The danish spell had crumbled like stale pastry. She sighed, masking it with a smile. "I know what you mean. I loathe shopping for new clothes." The lie tasted bitter—she’d never shopped a day in her life. Fabric bent to her will; she summoned silk from moonlight, denim from shadows.


Her eyes flicked to Trish, perched at the counter watching her boys lick frosting from sticky fingers. "Trish, are you sure you’ll be okay until I return?"

Trish grinned, nodding. "Go. Have some fun for a change. I’ve got this. They won’t be beating down the door for another hour or so."

Esmerelda knew she was right. Sticky and Sweet pulsed like a heartbeat—rushes every four hours, customers crashing in with clockwork desperation. She grabbed her purse and jacket from under the counter. "Okay. I have my phone on me. Call me if anything comes up."

"Aye, aye, Captain!" Trish chirped, hopping onto the register stool, her voice bright as shattered glass.


Every step toward Keith felt like wading through tar, Esmerelda’s boots scraping concrete with leaden reluctance. He grinned, holding the bakery door open like a gentleman, but the chill that made her tremble had nothing to do with October’s crisp air. It was the knowing in his eyes—the silent promise of a trap snapping shut.


"The diner’s right down the road," Keith said as the door clicked shut behind them, the town’s light traffic buzzing like angry hornets. He gestured toward the sidewalk, voice smooth as poisoned honey. "We can drive if you want to, but it’s such a beautiful day for a walk. Don’t you just love a gorgeous fall afternoon?"


"Well," Esmerelda began, falling into step beside him, her spine rigid, "it is my favorite season… autumn." The word tasted like ash. Liar. She’d never felt seasons—only manipulated them.


"I love the heat of summer," Keith drawled, letting the sentence hang like a noose. Then, softer, almost casual: "but a lot of people love the season of the witch." His gaze slid to her, sharp as broken glass.


Esmerelda’s pulse hammered in her throat. He knows. She didn’t turn, but her eyes flicked sideways—a witch’s instinct screaming danger. How? How could he know?



"Samhain… or Halloween… the Wild Hunt," he continued, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "It all works together to make October the most frightening month of the year." His laugh curled at the end—low, theatrical, dripping with Dracula-style menace.



Fool. Esmerelda’s nails bit into her palms, crescents of pain grounding her. Season of the witch? Wild Hunt? No ordinary man tossed around pagan death rites like weather talk. Her trust curdled into acid.



"So… do you celebrate Halloween?" she asked, voice light as spun sugar, refusing to flinch at his loaded phrases. Play dumb. Survive.



"When I was a kid, a little, I guess," Keith admitted, hands shoved deep in his jeans pockets as they walked. His shoulder brushed hers—accidental?—and her skin burned. "Halloween was never allowed in my house when I was growing up. My parents thought it was a form of devil worshiping, so it was pretty much forbidden." He kicked a pebble into the gutter. "Any Halloween-type fun I had came from school or just wandering through my town, checking out decorations and wishing I could wear a mask like the other kids on October 31."



Esmerelda nodded, smile frozen. Sob story. She didn’t buy it for a second—but let him think she did. "That’s terrible. It’s just a day of dress-up and candy."


"People dress like devils and pose as witches," Keith murmured, eyes fixed on the sidewalk. A smirk played on his lips. "I think that’s what turned my parents off on it." He paused, then: "I remember, one year, I snuck out to trick-or-treat with my friends. I took an old white sheet and cut two eyeholes in it and called myself a ghost." His chuckle was too warm, too intimate. "I remember having so much fun out enjoying the same thing every other kid got to enjoy year after year."


Against her will, Esmerelda’s lips twitched. Genuine. The ghost story was human, vulnerable… wrong. She fought the smile, but it surfaced anyway—a crack in her armor. "Did you parents ever catch you?"



"Oh yeah… they were waiting on the porch for me when I got home." He glanced at her, eyes glinting like wet stones. "I didn’t think I’d ever see daylight again." His grin widened. "Hey… what are you doing after our late lunch?"



The question hit like a shovel to the ribs. Esmerelda’s breath hitched. Why the sudden pivot? Her mind raced—trap, trap, trap—as she forced calm into her voice. "I’ve gotta go back to the bakery. We have our last big rush from three to four. Trish can’t handle it by herself." She turned fully toward him, the autumn sun glinting off her narrowed eyes. "Why do you ask?"


"The old theater down on Barkley Avenue is having a classic monster movie marathon tonight," Keith confessed, voice low as gravel under tires. He didn’t look at her—eyes fixed on the sidewalk ahead. "They’re old and cheesy, but I really like them. Sure, their costumes were usually cruddy, and the sets were just as cheap, but man… those flicks are fun."


Esmerelda’s pulse spiked. Costumes. Cheap sets. The words slithered under her skin—too specific. Her trust had shattered back on the sidewalk, but the marathon intrigued her. Why? Because in that dark theater, she’d have cover. If Keith revealed himself—if his skin split like rotten fruit—she could yank Dracula from the screen, use his fangs as a distraction while she carved Keith’s heart into coffee grounds. She needed this intel. Needed to see his true move in the shadows.


"What if… we missed the first movie and the second movie and caught the third?" she asked, the diner’s neon sign bleeding red onto the pavement ahead. Her voice stayed smooth as cream, but her knuckles whitened in her purse strap.


"I think I’d be good with that," he said, grinning as he turned toward her. His hand closed over hers—warm, firm, wrong. The contact sent a jolt up her arm, skin tingling like ice water. "It’ll give me a chance to change clothes and freshen up too. I’ve done nothing but work since I saw you last."



Work. The word hooked into her gut. "What do you do for a living?" she asked, voice dripping honey, but her stomach knotted. His touch felt like static—magic rejecting him.



"I’m a property hunter," he confessed as they halted at the crosswalk. The Don’t Walk sign glowed like a warning. "I work for a corporation that sends me to different towns and cities to hunt possible existing properties for franchise expansion."



Hunt. Properties. Expansion. Every syllable was a blade. His story reeked of rehearsal, but the light shifted to Walk, and he guided her across the street—fingers locked tight, possessive as a shackle.


"That sounds like it could be an interesting job," she murmured, heels clicking on asphalt, her mind racing faster than the traffic.

"It’s a lot of fun," he said, pulling the diner door open with a chime. His smile didn’t reach his eyes—cold as a witch’s grave. "I get to see new places, meet new people, try different cuisines." He shrugged, leather jacket creaking like a noose tightening. "It pays well too. I couldn’t ask for a better gig."

The Daily Special reeked like a grease trap—fried chicken fat clinging to Esmerelda’s skin, salty ketchup fumes turning her stomach. Six years on the town’s outskirts, and she’d never stepped foot inside this den of downhome rot. Wooden tables scarred by decades of elbows, booths sagging with the weight of forgotten lives. Her bakery smelled of alchemy; this place reeked of surrender.


Her gaze swept the room: elderly couples gnawing burgers, blue-collar workers wiping grease from chins, children smearing fries through ketchup. Strangers. All strangers. No one from her kingdom of coffee addicts. A flicker of calculation sparked—sell pastries here. Flood their veins with dark roast. Make them hers too. But she crushed it. Not yet. Not while Keith’s shadow clung to her.



She inhaled sharply. No witch scent. Only her own bittersweet aura tangled with rancid oil, cheap perfume, and Keith’s pine-jasmine lie. Her pulse hammered—impossible. Witches smelled witches. Always. Yet here, only Keith’s trail remained, sharp as a hunting dog’s leash. She’d follow it. Let it betray him.


A plump waitress in a starched apron bounced toward them, menus clutched like shields. "Why, hello again!" she chirped at Keith, eyes bright as broken glass. "You came back."


"Well," Keith chuckled, arm brushing Esmerelda’s shoulder—accidental?—"it was so good yesterday I just had to come back. And this time, I brought a friend. This is Esmerelda."


"Candi!" the girl announced, voice shrill enough to shatter bone. She thrust a hand at Esmerelda. "It’s so good to meet you, Esmerelda! Let me show you to your table. I’ll tell you all about the daily specials here at Daily Special!"


Esmerelda’s teeth ground. Candi. The name grated like nails on slate. That sugary chirp, those wide eyes—it screamed trap. Her fingers itched to twist reality, to turn the girl into a toad. Too cliché. If another witch lurked unseen, such a move would paint her as amateur. She forced a smile. Survive first. Burn later.



They slid into a booth—wooden chairs unforgiving, tabletop sticky with syrup. Esmerelda’s ears tuned to the speakers: Patsy Cline’s voice dripping like slow poison. Always and forever taking that walk after midnight, Esmerelda thought.


Keith bobbed his head, grinning like a wolf. "I love this song."

"Oh, everyone here loves Patsy!" Candi giggled, leaning in. "Why, she was a treasure! So, about those daily specials—"

"I’ll just have a salad," Esmerelda cut in, voice crisp as celery. "No meat. No cheese. No dressing. Just greens. With ice water and a lemon wedge."


Keith’s smile faltered. He turned, eyes sharp as splintered wood. "A salad?" His brow furrowed, feigning concern. "Are you sure?"



"Absolutely," Esmerelda told him, forcing a grin at Candi while her gut twisted. The waitress’s smile had gone brittle the moment the salad order landed—lips tightening, cheeks flushing, eyes darting to Keith like a soldier awaiting orders. Too obvious. Esmerelda leaned forward, voice honeyed poison. "I’ve been around cupcakes and danishes all day. I need something in me to counter that." She winked at Candi, then flashed Keith a smile sharp as broken glass.


Keith cleared his throat, shoving the menus toward Candi with a shrug. "I’ll take another one of those grilled chicken sandwiches like you recommended yesterday, and a cup of coffee."

A cup of coffee?


Esmerelda’s breath hitched. After my brew? How dare he. The diner’s swill was an insult—a human’s pathetic imitation of her magic. Her knuckles whitened on the sticky tabletop.


"Coming right up," Candi chirped, her smile stretched too wide as she scurried away, heels clicking like gunshots on the linoleum.

"I bet it does get a little tiring baking all those sweets every day," Keith said, turning those lethal eyes on her. He leaned in, elbows on the table, radiating false ease. "I probably should have gotten a salad too, to counter those two danishes I ate earlier."


Esmerelda rolled her shoulders back, spine straightening like a drawn blade. She met his gaze, smirk curling her lips. "Oh, somehow I think you’ll be just fine." Her voice dropped, low and dangerous. "A nice, strapping body like yours…" She let the pause hang, thick as blood. "...I bet you’re pretty good at finding whatever you’re hunting for." Her wink wasn’t playful—it was a challenge. I see you.


Candi returned with a clatter, setting down Esmerelda’s water—a limp wedge of lemon floating in ice—and Keith’s brown mug steaming with the diner’s weak, bitter brew. "Your food’ll be right up," she said, voice too bright, too fast. Then she turned to Esmerelda, eyes flicking nervously to Keith. "What about egg? Would you like some hard-boiled egg on your salad?"


Esmerelda recoiled as if slapped. Egg. The word tasted like ash. "If the egg is made out of spinach or kale, sure," she snapped, fingers tightening around her water glass. "Otherwise, just a plain vegetable-filled salad. Greens, carrots, celery. Anything grown from the earth."


Candi’s gaze dropped to the floor. "Okay… gotcha," she mumbled, scurrying toward the kitchen—but not before her eyes locked with Keith’s for a heartbeat too long.

Esmerelda didn’t wait. She turned on Keith, voice a razor whisper. "Every time I say something she doesn’t want to hear, she looks at you. What’s that all about?"


Keith fidgeted—a flicker of panic, instantly masked by a grin. He chuckled, lifting the mug to his lips. "Oh, who knows…" His eyes held hers, dark and knowing. "Maybe Candi developed a little crush on me. Or…" he leaned closer, the scent of pine and jasmine wrapping around her like chains, "...maybe she’s afraid of powerful women." His thumb brushed the mug’s rim. "And Esmerelda, mmm…" He let the silence stretch, thick with threat. "You are one powerful woman."



Esmerelda didn’t answer Keith’s "powerful woman" jab—her throat too tight with the urge to crush his windpipe with a thought. Instead, she forced a smile, lifted her water glass, and took a slow sip. The instant the liquid hit her tongue, she recoiled. Metallic. Rancid. Like sucking on rusted pipes. She shoved the glass away, the lemon wedge bobbing like a drowned eye in the murky water.


"Problem with the water?" Keith asked, eyebrow arched, fingers drumming the sticky tabletop. His grin was a knife slid between her ribs.


She shook her head, knuckles white on her purse strap. "No…" The lie scraped her throat. "It’s tap water though. I don’t know what’s in these pipes in this town either." Liar. She knew. Wolfsbane. Iron shavings. A witch’s kryptonite.


"I can ask if they have bottled water," Keith offered, leaning in, his pine-jasmine cologne suddenly suffocating. "Or sparkling water. Would that work?"


"I’m really okay," she snapped, yanking her phone from her purse. No missed calls. No texts. Trish hadn’t even tried to reach her. Her pulse hammered—abandoned. She shoved the phone back, slung her purse over her shoulder, and stood.



Keith’s hand shot out—gentle but unyielding—on her forearm. "You’re not leaving, are you?" His thumb pressed into her pulse point. Testing her.


Esmerelda choked back a snarl. "No…" She forced her voice smooth as silk. "I just need to use the restroom."

"Ah…" He pointed down the hall, eyes gleaming like wet stones. "Straight that way. The women’s room is to the right."

"Thanks," she muttered, heels clicking toward the hallway like gunshots. The air thickened with fryer grease and dread.

She turned right—Candi materialized from the restroom door, face pale as spoiled milk. "Oh, hello there!" The waitress’s voice cracked, her gaze darting to the dining room like a trapped rabbit. "What… what brings you this way?"


Esmerelda tilted her head, studying the restroom’s flimsy lock. Too easy to jam. Her eyes locked on Candi’s. "I have to pee. Is that okay?" She widened her eyes, daring her to say no.


"Oh! Of course," Candi stammered, stepping aside with a nervous giggle. "Help yourself."


"Oh, I will," Esmerelda hissed, closing the distance in one stride. Her palm slammed against the wall beside Candi’s head, caging her in. Fingers dug into the waitress’s bicep—not holding, but claiming. "But first…" she leaned in, breath hot against Candi’s ear, "...you’re going to answer some questions for me."



Candi’s fear hung thick as rancid grease—rightful terror. Esmerelda could rip her spine out with her teeth and never blink, but answers mattered more than agony. Not yet, at least. Her thumb pressed harder into Candi’s bicep, pinning her against the restroom wall like a butterfly on display.


"What… what kind of questions?" Candi stammered, eyes darting toward the dining room. "I can tell you what desserts we have today. Do you like pie or cake?"


"I just ordered a salad," Esmerelda hissed, leaning in until her breath stirred Candi’s greasy bangs. "Do you think I want pie or cake? I own a bakery, Candi." Her voice dropped to a razor’s edge. "Did… did you drink your water?"



Candi’s flinch was a confession. Esmerelda’s lip curled. "Yes, but just a sip. Not enough for the six drops of wolfsbane oil in it to do me any harm." She let the words hang—I tasted your poison. "Did you think I wouldn’t?"


"I – I don’t know what you’re talking about…" Candi whimpered, tears cutting tracks through her foundation.


"Who – or what – is Keith, and why are you working with him against me?" Esmerelda’s question sliced the air. "Tell me… or I’ll make you tell me."


"I – I don’t know anything…" Candi sobbed, snot bubbling at her nose. "I promise. I just met him yesterday."


"Yeah? Me too." Esmerelda’s palm slapped against Candi’s forehead—ice-cold, unyielding. Her lips parted, whispering low and slow: "Nigra ut nox, delectatio cordis, dic mihi quid desidero. Per iram Satanae, diabolus per linguam tuam mihi loquitur. Communica secreta tua... noli mendacia communicare. Dic mihi quid desidero."



Candi’s pupils drowned in black, shrinking to pinpricks against milk-white sclera. Her body locked rigid, breath halting as if strangled by silence. Then her lips parted—a voice not her own rasping out: "Keith is a witch hunter. He has been sent here to kill you and drag your soul back to Hell. He has enlisted me to help him, and I am now his soldier in the light."


Esmerelda withdrew her hand, smiling like a saint. "Thank you, Candi. That’s all I wanted to know." She leaned in, brushing her lips against Candi’s—soft, lingering, a lover’s farewell.


The kiss bloomed like rot. Candi’s gasp turned wet as Esmerelda sucked—not air, but the very pulse of her being. Flesh collapsed inward, skin graying like spoiled milk, bones cracking under the vacuum of stolen life. Candi’s clothes pooled at her feet as her body shriveled—pounds melting into dust, cheeks hollowing, eyes sinking into sockets—until only a mummified husk remained, crumpled on the linoleum, mouth agape in eternal scream.
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