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Chapter One
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“REESE! NOT EVERYTHING can be pink!” Maple breezed past me and snatched the wallpaper sample from my hand. Pretty rich for a girl with bubblegum pink hair.

“Hey!” I reached for the sample, trying to grab it back from the half-Fae, but she held it up over her head and out of my reach.

“No,” she said. “This is an intervention.”

She whisked the sample away to somewhere behind the counter, where our friend Lissa, who we’d met just after the Harvest Festival, polished the bright white counter.

I tilted my head to the side and tapped my chin. “Maybe we should change the counter.”

Forrest, my handsome Autumn Prince, stepped up next to me. “Why? It’s practically new. At least, the landlord told me it was.”

Ah. Right. The landlord. So far, only Forrest had talked to the older gentleman who owned this space. Before Forrest talked me into renting this storefront for a new Pie-Jinks Bakery, there had been a pizzeria here. But they’d gone out of business a year ago, and I guess no one else wanted to put in the elbow grease to get the place shipshape.

I propped my hands on my hips and looked around at the progress. No tables yet, but those would come in sometime next week. The door to the kitchen was closed right now, and the renovators would be in tomorrow to change out the appliances. A ladder stood next to paint buckets on one side of the small dining room, the paint a bright shade of salmon (not exactly blush pink like I’d wanted, but Maple made a convincing case for something a little more vibrant). Maybe she was right about the wallpaper after all—it would be too much. It wasn’t a candy shop... It was a bakery!

Was Forrest right? We were doing so much other work in the store that another counter didn’t seem like much to change. But then again, we were already changing almost everything else.

“Can you picture it?” I said, a wistful smile on my face. “Customers coming in and enjoying their pie here. Lissa and I actually not stepping on each other. And a brand new, big, clean kitchen!”

I spun in place to imagine it, wisps of my blonde hair falling into my face. It was streaked with yellow, the shade of happiness, and just a bit of staticky gray, the color of anxiety.

Forrest set a hand on my shoulder, slowing my spin to a stop and pulling me toward him. I smiled, wrapping my arms behind his neck and letting him pull me in for a soft, gentle kiss. Warmth spread through my body, all the way to my toes, and added a streak of red passion to my hair. Normally, my lack of control over my color-changing mood hair embarrassed me, baring my emotions for the world to see. But for once, I didn’t want to hide my feelings.

“Really?” came Lissa’s voice from the counter. I could almost hear the eye roll in her voice.

I laughed and pulled away, more than a little reluctant. But Lissa was right; we had work to do, and she had never cared much to be around PDA. I wanted to respect that.

Maple strutted back over, a book of wallpaper samples in hand. “So what’s it like being neighbors?” She waggled her eyebrows at me and Lissa.

Lissa shrugged. “It hasn’t really started yet.” She looked up at me. “But it will be pretty nice to step out my door, cross an alley, and be at my second job.”

Maple sat down on a folding chair, setting the book in her lap and beginning to turn pages of wallpaper. “How has business at the first job been?”

She kept her voice light, but I held my breath for the response. Lissa had gotten the short end of the stick a few weeks ago when an infestation of Fae plants drove her young vampire nature crazy. She’d lured more than a few townspeople out into the woods to have a bit of a snack, and even though it wasn’t really her fault, the town still hadn’t come around to forgiving her. Or trusting her. She ran a paint with a twist studio just next door to this bakery, but from what I could see, she’d barely had one party per week. Out of a need for help with a boom in my own business and a sincere desire for a new friendship, I’d invited Lissa to work with me part time as a baker. After all, painting and baking were both artistic. And, it turned out, Lissa was a great baker. Even though she couldn’t taste any of it. Yet.

I shook my head lightly, pulling myself back to the present. Wanting to hear her answer.

Lissa shrugged, not meeting our eyes. “I have one party booked. Out-of-towners, here for the bonfire this weekend. And one person new enough to town that she doesn’t know anything that’s happened.”

I winced. One party wasn’t anywhere close enough for her to keep the business running. And if that fell through, could she keep her studio at all? What about her apartment? What was she going to do?

I glanced back up at her, my own excitement dimming. I could see each of my own thoughts mirrored across her face, could feel the worry and despair rolling off her in waves. I wanted to help, but I’d already given her a part-time job with me. What more could I do?

“I’m sure it will pick back up,” Forrest said. “Let me spread it around the Court a bit. You know how Fae love a good party; I’m sure they’d enjoy something like what you have to offer.”

Lissa nodded, her head still ducked over a catalog of kitchen supplies. The bakery fell into an uncomfortable silence as we all pretended everything was fine, that we were still excited and focused on our own progress.

“What about this one?” Maple said suddenly, breaking the silence as she jumped up and brought the book of wallpaper samples to me. She tapped her finger on a sleek burnt-orange design in an autumn paisley pattern.

I looked up at the pink color we’d used elsewhere in the shop. “It will do.”

And just like that, we returned to our task, if just a bit more subdued.
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THAT NIGHT, I CLOSED up the bakery and returned home for a quick dinner. Mom’s book club was meeting—the same one she’d originally tricked me into attending. But the new book was something she picked because she thought I’d like it, which was actually pretty sweet. Some kind of contemporary story that had something to do with a magic sourdough starter. It was cute, and I’d actually read all my chapters on time (for once).

I dropped my ring of keys on the kitchen counter and made for the fridge, where I had a few containers of leftover Chinese food from a couple nights ago. When I was younger, I never liked reheated takeout, but these days? Gold.

I slid a plate of chicken with broccoli over rice into the microwave, and Nutmeg, my dilute orange tabby cat, rubbed around my legs. I stroked her head, and she blinked up at me with a meow, telling me she was hungry. With a laugh, I popped open a can of wet food and set it on the floor for her.

Thea, my resident hob, wandered into the kitchen just as I was discarding the can’s lid. “How is progress at the new place?”

She hopped up onto a stool at the peninsula, and I automatically pulled the tart-sized pie I baked for her that morning out of the refrigerator. This one was a vanilla custard with a touch of honey, one of the variations I’d created for a partnership with local dryad Clover and his Fae bee products. The partnership had been working out pretty well, bringing us both an extra boost in town business.

What the town didn’t know was that he’d been almost directly responsible for Lissa’s issues. And since I didn’t want to hurt his business, too, I kept my mouth shut.

“The dining room is almost done,” I said. “But we still need to order some of the bigger kitchen equipment, like my double ovens.”

Thea picked up a fork and dug into the custard. “That’s still progress. And you’re still able to get your normal orders done here in the meantime, I assume?”

I bit my lip. “So far. It will be nice to have the extra room, that’s for sure.” I leaned forward on my elbows toward her. “Have you given any more thought to how you’d like to handle our arrangement?”

Thea had been my hob for a long time now, helping me with the upkeep of my home bakery even before it was an official business. These days, she was my bookkeeper, kitchen cleaner, and a treasured mother figure. Even when she was grumpy, our relationship had bloomed into something both of us valued.

But she was still under contract, which had forced me to ask her about revisions—both for what she was willing to do as I moved the location of my kitchen and for what I needed and could expect from her. I’d been too nervous to bring it up again since Forrest had surprised me with the bakery, but I did need an answer soon.

Thea finished chewing thoughtfully, waiting until she swallowed to answer. “It’s not easy to amend a hob’s contract. The brokers don’t appreciate the extra work.”

“Brokers?”

She nodded. “I’m sure Hannah could tell you too, but we professional hobs use brokers to draft our contracts with humans and Fae. Sure, some hobs may make them on their own, but they tend to be flimsy and easily broken.”

“So ours isn’t?”

She shook her head. “No. And that’s the problem. It will take some effort to get my broker on board. And there are a few concerns I have as well.”

I blinked and adjusted my glasses nervously as a strand of anxiety-gray hair tickled my cheek. Hopefully they were concerns I could address. “Like what?”

Thea took another bite, using the time she spent chewing to think. “Well, it’s a second location. Whether you like it or not, it’s almost double the work for me. It may be difficult for me to do all the tasks I currently do and still keep the bakery location clean and functional. And then, of course, there’s the timing. You work during the day while I sleep. How would I make it back and forth when you’re busy?”

“Good points,” I said, tapping my chin and staring at a glittery speck of stone in the countertop. I couldn’t come up with any other answer.

Thea seemed to sense my loss and leaned forward to pat my hand. “Don’t worry about it, my dear. If nothing else, I am still your hob here. We can figure the rest out.”

The microwave dinged, and I straightened to pull my food out and eat before Forrest showed up at the door to accompany me to book club. Thea’s words were meant to reassure me, but it was yet another thing to figure out.

I knew opening a bakery would be hard, but it seemed like the list never ended. Cross one thing off, and two more spawned. Like a hydra. It wasn’t a to-do list. It was a to-do hydra.

I sat down next to Thea, and we finished our food in a worried silence, neither of us willing to break it with any more conversation. There was so much tension in the air I could have added it to my chicken like soy sauce.

The doorbell rang, and I wordlessly gathered up the now-empty dishes, dropping them in the sink and hurrying off to grab my shoes, coat, and tote bag.

Mom had better have some wine ready for me. I was going to need it.
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Chapter Two
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THE SUN WAS almost completely gone by the time Forrest and I left my cozy little cottage to walk to Mom’s house. Nothing but a dark purple smear across the horizon and deep pink clouds broke up the night sky. Since it was a school night, the town was quiet except for the rattling of leaves on the sidewalk, the rustling of the trees in the cool breeze, and a few late-season crickets. The scent of wood smoke hung in the crisp air, like it did almost every night in the autumn, and I couldn’t help but inhale it appreciatively, letting my eyes flutter closed for a moment.

I looped my arm through Forrest’s elbow, and he instinctively pulled me closer. Warmth radiated from him like the fur of a sun-warmed cat.

“I didn’t read this week’s chapters,” he suddenly blurted, his voice tight and high.

I blinked and pulled back slightly to catch a look at his face. It was just as pinched and strained as his voice. “There’s not going to be a test.”

“But your mother likes me.”

“What... What do those things have to do with each other?”

He took a deep breath and placed his empty hand on top of mine, still looped through his elbow. His fingers clenched around mine, knuckles growing white even in the dim dusk. “It’s your mother’s book club, and I’ve been a faithful member these past weeks. But we’re dating now, officially. Her gaze is sure to be stricter now, watching my steps. And now I am behind in the club’s book.”

I laughed lightly. “It’s not a contest. It’s supposed to be fun. And she knows that. You’ll be fine.”

Yet, even as I said the words, I could feel my own anxiety creeping into my hair and turning it static gray. I could only hope he couldn’t tell in the approaching night. Because the truth was, despite all of Mom’s protests that she just wanted me to find my soulmate, to start a family, and to give her grandbabies... she was still judging every man I could ever bring home, especially after my last disastrous relationship. And while Forrest was lightyears ahead of anyone I’d ever dated in the past, he was still new and it was still unclear what role his responsibilities to the Court would play in our relationship. It had already affected some of the early stages, and Mom had no reason to expect that to change.

Yet.

I sighed and snuggled closer to him as we walked, letting our proximity to each other banish the chill in the air and in our thoughts.

We passed through the park, where the bonfire was already set for the weekend and a few jack o’ lanterns were placed in the gazebo, preparing for the spooky season in town. It would be here all too soon, and the sight of them reminded me that I desperately needed to pick up candy for trick-or-treaters. I should have asked Aunt Kit, my candy witch aunt, to leave some before she’d left for home—or her next adventure. Wherever she’d gone. I never could tell with her.

My breath hitched as I thought of her. She’d visited just last week, but it already felt like ages ago, and the news she’d brought with her (along with the trouble) still unsettled me. I’d even dreamed last night about Ruth, an ancestor of ours who was the last “witch of power,” a woman with such immeasurable magic that people tried to capture and use her.

And it turned out that I was the next witch of power. Not only that, but my very actions to save Aunt Kit had led to the full awakening of my powers and whatever that would bring along with it.

I shuddered. I didn’t know what was coming, but I was terrified.

“Are you cold?” Forrest said, slowing to a stop. “Do you want my jacket?”

I shook my head. “No. It’s just... thinking about Aunt Kit and that whole magic family thing.”

His face cleared, and he nodded. “Ah. Yes.” He lifted his hand from mine to rub his chin. “I feel we may need to discuss that further.”

I sighed. “Not tonight.”

“Agreed. We are... having fun, you said.”

I laughed again, feeling just a bit lighter after sharing even that small fraction of my thoughts.

We crossed the park, the pumpkins flickering at us as we passed. Across the street, the shops were dark and quiet, closed for the day. It was only a few more blocks to Mom’s house, but by the time we got there, the last of the sun had disappeared.

We climbed the steps and I let us in, not bothering with the doorbell or knocking. A hum of conversation already filled the house, meaning we were likely among the last to arrive. I dropped Forrest’s arm and pulled off my jacket, and we hung our coats on the overcrowded rack. Then, we braved the room of church ladies (as well as Lissa and Maple) together.

The ladies immediately flocked to Forrest, shamelessly flirting and demanding to know what was going on with the Court, town, and the local Fae, and I hung back, crossing my arms, content to watch his plight. He looked back at me pleadingly, his eyes begging for help, but I just smiled and wiggled my fingers at him.

This was my life, and he’d signed up for this book club. It wasn’t every day the ladies saw royalty, and they were enjoying every minute.

Maple appeared at my elbow and flicked a thumb toward the dining room. “Want to get some wine?”

I smiled. “I think you know the answer.”

Lissa was already inside the dining room, staring mournfully at a huge slice of vanilla cake, but the only thing in her hand was a glass of water.

I grabbed a glass off the table, filled it with my favorite rosé (Mom knew me so well), and stepped over next to Lissa. I bumped her shoulder with mine. “Hey, girl. Only one more week!”

She turned her puppy dog eyes up to me. “That’s so far away!”

I gave her a sympathetic smile. “I know. But I promise you we will celebrate with all your favorite foods! What do you miss the most?”

Lissa looked back at the dining table again. “Cake. Vanilla bean. With French vanilla ice cream.”

Maple sipped from a glass of red wine. “You really like vanilla, don’t you?”

Lissa nodded. “I do. Or at least I did before I was changed.” She bit her lip, her fangs gleaming in the artificial light of the chandelier. “Do you think I’ll still like it?”

“I don’t really know much about how vampires work,” Maple responded.

“Me neither,” I said. “Have you asked the coven?”

Though Lissa hadn’t been a vampire for long, the local group had already added her, welcoming her in with open arms and doing their best to mentor her. Lissa and I had discussed it a bit before, about the unfortunate circumstances that had led to Lissa turning during an internship, and my heart still hurt at everything she’d lost. She had moved here for a fresh start after her family made things... uncomfortable. And I wished more than anything that the issues with the town would simply vanish. She didn’t deserve it. She was the sweetest girl I’d ever met. So sweet she was practically made of icing like that cake she kept ogling.

I set the wine glass down on the windowsill and pulled my phone from my pocket, opening up the notes app and jotting down Lissa’s desire for vanilla cake and ice cream before putting it away again. I would make her blood moon something special, a real reason to celebrate.

Lissa smiled half-heartedly. “I’m going to go sit down. I can’t stare at these desserts anymore.”

Maple nodded. “You may want to rescue Forrest anyway. He’s been cornered.”

I chuckled and sipped the rosé. “He’d appreciate that I’m sure.”

Lissa wandered out of the dining room, and I snagged a slice of pumpkin roll. I wanted to be considerate, not eating the things she couldn’t enjoy in front of her, but I really wanted a little bit of dessert myself.

I cut off a sliver of pumpkin and cream cheese icing with the tiny dessert fork Mom had left out. “So where are we at with the arrangements?”

Maple smiled. “Getting there! The restaurant party room is booked, and I managed to snag her phone long enough to find the phone numbers for her friends and family.” Her smile faded just a bit. “I only hope she gets along with everyone who agreed to come.”

I nodded. “Fair. And what about the people here?”

“I’ve made some progress in the campaigning, but there’s a group with the PTA who is trying to get town hall to pass some kind of bill that bans vamps from Cider Hollow.”

I rolled my eyes as my stomach clenched. The pumpkin roll suddenly didn’t taste as sweet. I hadn’t realized the town’s fear of Lissa had progressed that far, that they were trying to get her evicted from the entire town.

That was bad.

“What do you need me to do?” I said, finishing the last few bites.

Maple ticked off her fingers as she began to list what was left. “You’re baking the cake. I’ll take care of ice cream. We need to go shopping for a gift.”

“A gift?”

Maple lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “She’s had a rough time. She deserves something nice. I’ll talk to the vamps and see what she might want.”

“Why them?”

“It’s a tradition. They give a gift to the new vamp on their first blood moon. Something symbolic and eternal, like them.” She laughed lightly.

I nodded and instinctively grasped the opal necklace at my throat, the old family heirloom that an unknown Fae woman had gifted me. Something that was supposed to help me with my new power. Even if I didn’t know exactly how.

But something timeless? Symbolic? That said jewelry to me.

“Okay,” I continued. “And decorations?”

“My mom says she can get some moonflowers. I’m thinking a whole moon theme, with a red, white, and black color palette and silver accents.”

“I like it.”

Maple smiled. “Awesome. I was worried you’d want more pink!” She playfully nudged me with an elbow.

I rolled my eyes at her. “Yeah yeah. I get it. I use too much pink.”

The din in the other room quieted down, and Maple craned her neck to see around the door frame. “Looks like they’re getting ready to start.”

I nodded, and we topped off our wine before joining the rest of the club in the living room. Mom had a cheery, crackling fire going in the fireplace, and fall scented candles dotted every available surface to make the whole room smell like cider and pumpkin pie. We found open seats, me next to Forrest and Maple with Lissa, and pulled out our books as Mom began the evening’s introductions.

“Hello, and welcome back, everyone!” she said, beaming at the crowd. It seemed to be growing larger by the week. “I’m glad to see everyone was able to make it tonight. How did we all do on our chapters this week?”

There was a chorus of mumbles and various nods, with the exception of Forrest, who flushed a bright red and dropped his gaze to a loose thread on my sweater, picking at it until I took his hand to stop his nervous motions.

“It’s okay,” I whispered to him again, my small sounds covered by the continued murmuring of the ladies in the room.

Mom caught my eye, cocking her head toward Forrest curiously, but I only smiled at her.

“Excellent,” she continued, breaking eye contact with me. “In that case, let’s dig right in!”
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IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT by the time Forrest finally dropped me off at home. I gratefully pulled off my boots as he disappeared toward the woods behind my house, returning to Court, and I dropped them by the door one by one, swaying a bit on my feet. I was still warm and fuzzy from the wine, but that was okay. It had been a really good night. As much as I’d resisted Mom’s book club in the past, I was actually starting to be grateful that I’d been corralled into it now. After all, without it, I’d have one less thing to do with Maple and Forrest, and I probably would never have met Lissa.

I made my way to the kitchen in my thick wool socks, sliding a bit on the tiles as I pulled a glass from the cupboard and filled it with filtered water from the fridge. I leaned against the sink as I drank slowly, surveying my preparations for tomorrow morning. I’d pre-measured as much as I could, and the dough sat in the fridge, ready to roll out. I’d even set out the exact potions I’d need for tomorrow, and to be honest, I was excited for them. They were some of my favorites: childhood dreams, nostalgia, and campfires.

Nutmeg appeared at my feet and blinked up at me. “Mrowr?”

“Kitty!”

I set the glass down and picked her up, hugging her to my chest and burying my face in her fur. There was nothing quite like the feeling of silky fur against my cheek. Nutmeg snuggled into me in response, pushing her nose into my chin and rubbing her face along my jawline as she purred, just like she had when she was a kitten. She was four now, no longer that kitten I’d found wandering a path in the woods, but also a far cry from geriatric. It was almost like we were at the same place in life.

Thea meandered into the kitchen, pushing a wet mop in front of her. She paused when she saw me. “You’re home late.” She sniffed. “Wine?”

I giggled, rocking Nutmeg in my arms.

She shook her head, but I could see the smile twitching her lips. “Yup, that’s wine all right.” She set the mop aside and crossed the kitchen to grab something off the table, then came back over to me. “Someone stopped by earlier to leave this. I took it since you were out. I’d wait until morning, but I thought you would want to see it.”

“Hmm?”

I set Nutmeg back on the floor and took the flier Thea offered me. It was printed on crisp white paper and was a wall of no-frills text. All business. As I read, I understood why Thea wanted me to have it now, and the wine-warm feeling evaporated.

It was from the PTA. And it was urging me to vote against allowing vampires to live in town.

I crumpled the paper in my hands as I finished reading. This was definitely a bigger problem than I’d thought.
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Chapter Three
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LISSA ARRIVED A few minutes late the next morning, looking a little worse for the wear.

“Rough night?” I said, already rolling out the first pie crust of the day.

She ran a hand over her face. “You could say that.”

She crossed the kitchen and collapsed onto one of the stools on the other side of the peninsula from me, dropping her head onto the cool granite countertop with a groan. My hands slowed as I took in the defeated slump in her shoulders.

“What happened?” I said. I sprinkled some flour on top of the dough and rubbed it across the rolling pin before slowly resuming the process.

She shrugged, head still down so I couldn’t see her face. When she spoke, her voice was muffled. “Maybe I should just go home. See if I can reconcile with my family. Maybe... maybe Cider Hollow just wasn’t for me.”

I frowned and set the rolling pin aside, wiping my floury hands on my apron. “Nonsense.” I walked around the peninsula and dropped onto the stool next to her, setting a hand gently on her back. As always, her body was ice cold. “You can tell me what happened. I’m your friend.”

Lissa finally sat up and turned to look at me, her eyes a brighter red than usual, her skin so pale it was practically translucent. “Well, it started with coming home to several fliers shoved under my door urging me to vote in the next town hall meeting. To keep vampires out of Cider Hollow.”

I winced. “Yeah, I got one, too.”

She held up a hand. “Well, that’s not all I got. Sometime around one this morning, someone started throwing eggs at my house. And garlic. It was like... they wanted to make a mess, but also send a message. You know?”
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