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Dedication
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For Eleanor and Sam, my witchy sisters.

Life is better with magic rocks and champagne.

And you.
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Chapter One
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I stood in the middle of the sidewalk, staring at the sight before me. It wasn't like I'd never seen a skeleton before, but usually, in my experience, skeletons tended to do nothing. They just sort of stood there—or lay there. Whatever.

But this skeleton was doing neither of those things.

This skeleton was doing the Macarena.

I was beginning to wonder if Branwen had put something in my cupcake.

My name is Juniper Jones—JJ to my friends—and I’m a witch. I only just discovered my magical heritage on my forty-sixth birthday after I accidentally blew up my coffee pot and then turned my ex into a frog. Don’t worry. He deserved it.

“Hey, JJ, you like it?” a scratchy voice asked with the rasp of a thousand smoked cigarettes.

I turned and spotted Hugo Beets standing behind me, gazing proudly at the dancing skeleton. He looked eighty if he was a day. The white wisps around his bald head had been pulled back into a low ponytail and he wore worn-out flipflops, saggy cargo shorts, and a faded tie-dye t-shirt. Very much the aged hippy vibe.

"Well, it's certainly interesting," I lied through my teeth. Interesting was not the word I’d use. Macabre was more like it. "Did you put this up?"

"Sure did. I thought it would be a great advertisement for my shop." Hugo waved wildly at the yellow storefront of Green Witch Gifts with its tie-dye pride flag out front and the row of colorful bongs in the window. Everybody in Miracle Bay knew the place was more marijuana dispensary than gift shop, although one could pick up the odd keychain or neon pink t-shirt with the town name splashed across the front.

I’d never been sure if Hugo was the Green Witch in question, or if that was just a euphemism for his main product. Either way, he looked exactly like the sort of person I imagined running a dispensary—if this was 1970. 

"It's a pot shop," I pointed out. “What does that have to do with a dancing skeleton?”

“It’s groovy, man.”

I figured that made a certain weird sort of sense as much as anything did. A dancing skeleton in front of a pot shop just sort of worked—in a bizarre Miracle Bay sort of way.

"What's the occasion?" I asked. Not that anyone in town needed an excuse to do anything. It was the kind of place where you could let your freak flag fly, and no one would bat an eyelash. After all, the chief of police was an elf with actual pointed ears, the manager of the bank had pink and black wings and dressed like a punk rocker, and my neighbors were vampires with a fondness for cookie baking and Laura Ashley décor.

"Well, it's Samhain, of course," Hugo said, giving me a look that made me feel like I was twelve kinds of stupid.

"And?" I asked, feeling even dumber. I knew Samhain—pronounced SOW-an—was an ancient Gaelic festival, but that was about all I knew. 

He rolled his eyes. "Halloween for the uninitiated. Don't you know your own sabbats?"

"I am sort of new to this whole witchy business," I admitted. "I haven't gotten the sabbats down yet." 

"It falls on the same day as Halloween," he said. “It’s a celebration of the final harvest and the end of summer. Basically, the Church stole it from the pagans, called it Halloween, and rebranded it as a kitschy children's holiday."

" So... we don't celebrate Halloween here in Miracle Bay?" I asked, puzzled. I could have sworn I'd seen Halloween decorations up in several of the businesses along Broadway. It would be too bad, too, because I loved Halloween.

Hugo let out a huff. "Well, the powers-that-be have decided to bow and scrape to the Man." He said the Man like an old hippie would have, with absolute derision. "So we celebrate both. We sort of put the two holidays in a blender and whizzed them together and spat it out. Now we've got bonfires and jack-o'-lanterns mixed with costume parties and too much candy."

I thought that sounded rather fun, but I wasn't about to point that out. "I see. Well, your skeleton is quite something."

"Thank you." He bowed. "I magicked it myself. What have you done so far?"

I blinked. "What do you mean?"

"To decorate your shop," he said. "You own the bookstore, don't you?"

"Yes," I said. "I wasn’t really planning to decorate. Maybe a jack-o'-lantern or something." I had been too busy lately, what with learning the ropes of both witchcraft and business ownership. I barely had time to breathe, let alone decorate.

He snorted. "You're never going to win that way."

"Win what?" 

"The Great Halloween Decorating Contest," he said. "Everybody participates. Whoever wins for the best holiday decorations gets a big prize. Last year it was a trip to Hawaii."

“Really?” I asked. “I hadn’t heard that.” I could use a trip to Hawaii.

Why hadn't Elvira mentioned it? Or Emerald? If this was such a big deal...

"You should get started right away," he said. "Otherwise, you'll be behind the ball. In fact, you already are behind the ball. No way you can win now—might as well give up." He gave me a sly look.

I knew what he was up to. "No way, my dude. I am going to decorate the heck out of the Victorian."

"Well, I'll be along to check out the competition," he teased, giving me a wink.

I grinned. "Sure thing. It's gonna knock your socks off."

"Is it gonna be better than a dancing skeleton?" He raised a brow.

"I honestly don't know," I admitted, "but I'll do my best."

"Well. Good luck to you," he said. "And stay away from gnomes."

I stared at him. "What gnomes? Why?"

He just winked again and slipped back into his shop, leaving behind a whiff of eau de skunk. I wasn’t entirely sure if he had been joking or if there was something up with the local gnome population.

The problem was, this was Miracle Bay—and absolutely anything could happen.

***
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I RETURNED TO THE BOOKSTORE, completely flummoxed about what I’d just seen. I needed to have a chat with Emerald about what we should do to the bookstore for this decorating contest. Unfortunately, Emerald wasn’t working until later that night, so I’d have to be patient. Not my strong suit.

Enki strolled in just as I was opening for business. I had no idea how he got in sometimes, and he refused to tell me. All he’d say was it was “familiar stuff” and then boss me around, demanding cupcakes.

What’s up, Toots? He spoke directly to my mind, which was always a bit weird, and his voice sounded exactly like Alan Rickman.

“I wish you wouldn’t call me ‘Toots,’” I said dryly. 

I doubt you’d like any of my other terms of endearment, he said.

Probably not.

“Want coffee?” I asked, heading toward the kitchen/café area.

You know it. Double shot. Extra cream.

Naturally. 

“By the way,” I said casually as I poured his drink into a bowl, “why would Hugo tell me to beware of gnomes?”

“Probably because Hugo is constantly high as a kite.”

He had a point.

The day passed slowly, with only a few customers trickling through the doors—many of whom commented on my lack of decoration. Their thinly veiled jabs at my “lack of Samhain spirit” grew increasingly annoying as the day wore on. I patiently—well, semi-patiently anyway—assured each of them that I would be on it as soon as possible.

At some point, Enki got bored and disappeared. Off to do familiar stuff, no doubt.

Since Emerald had a late reading for tarot cards and her customer wouldn’t be there till seven, I locked up at six as usual, turned the CLOSED sign, and went on the hunt for decorations.

If this was a yearly event, surely my grandmother, Agnes — from whom I’d inherited the shop — had decorations somewhere in the house, likely either in the spooky basement or the disaster of an office-slash-storage room on the second floor. Since I really didn’t want to go down into the basement — especially since it was getting dark — I took the stairs up to the second floor. 

I made my way past the meditation/tarot reading room. The room with the mysterious old magic books stood open slightly, their whispers sending tendrils of magic to curl around me, tempting me to enter and read them. Instead, I poked my head in the room and said, “Shut up. I need to concentrate.”

They weren’t pleased, but they toned things down. I closed the door then continued to the only other room on this floor besides the bathroom. I unlocked the last door and stepped inside, flipping on the light.

The room smelled of dust and the mustiness of old age and a room kept shut up too long. I rarely used this room, even though technically it was the office. Instead, I tended to do my work up in my more comfortable apartment in the attic. This room had become a prime dumping spot for extra toilet paper, book orders, and anything else I didn’t know what to do with.

I shifted several unmarked boxes out of the way, knowing they couldn’t be anything of interest because they were ones I’d put there myself. Once I cleared those, I reached the boxes my grandmother had stowed. Unlike my own hodgepodge disaster, Agnes had neatly labeled each and every box.

There were several on the left that read Yule in big red letters. To the right was a box marked Ostara in black. There was even one for St. Patrick’s Day, which I thought was a little odd, seeing as how St. Patrick had really hated witches. So maybe it was more ironic than odd.

And finally, behind all those, I found a few boxes marked Samhain. I pulled those out into the hall one by one, without bothering to look inside, and then lugged them downstairs.
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