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        A magical baker, a kitten with wild powers, and a deadly coven!

      

        

      
        Jessica Lavender imagined running a cozy café in Good Fortune would involve cinnamon rolls and quiet spells, but when a mysterious stranger arrives, warning of magical danger, his warning pulls Jess into a mystery with rising stakes and unexpected sparks.

      

        

      
        With a fiercely protective familiar, a baby witch-cat, a sister with dyslexia who likes to break rules, and a slow-burning attraction she can’t ignore, Jess must uncover the truth before magic and the people she loves pay the price.
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      Dressed in a sharply tailored three-piece suit the color of thunderclouds, the man ran a finger around his collar, then straightened his black tie with the precision of someone used to control. His eyes flicked up and down the quiet street, then fixed on the café window with an intensity that made Jessica Lavender’s magic stir like wind across still water.

      He was a stranger in town, and Good Fortune was kind to strangers. Mostly.

      Something about this stranger didn’t sit right, and a low thrum of uneasy energy pulsed at the base of Jess’s spine—her witch’s instinct. Quiet but insistent. It wasn’t fear, exactly. More like… awareness. As if the man mattered somehow, though she couldn’t yet see why, and her instincts were rarely wrong.

      “Should I go speak to him?” Amy’s voice broke the silence behind the counter.

      The round-faced, soft-hearted waitress hovered near the espresso machine, wringing her hands in her apron like a nervous hen. She stood beside Daphne—Jess’s sharp-edged, black-clad business partner and Amy’s longtime best friend. The contrast between them was always a source of local amusement: Amy, the cinnamon roll; Daphne, the scorched espresso bean.

      Jess bit back a grin. She’d recoiled in horror when Daphne first proposed they co-own a bakery/café, despite it being her deepest wish. Running a business meant dealing with people—and though Jess much preferred pastry to patrons, Daphne was so much worse. Sometimes her people skills were passable. Other times? Disaster. But Daphne had the funds and the prime real estate, so Jess eventually agreed, and her partner had proven herself a tireless worker, even if she wielded sarcasm like a chef’s knife.

      Somehow, it worked. Daphne was organized to a terrifying degree. Jess kept the ovens full and the magic in check. Amy had inveigled her way into the store as the server and dishwasher and it was she who made sure everyone was satisfied and happy. A big ask in Daphne’s case.

      Peeking out the window again, Amy added, “He might be lost or unsure about the kind of food we serve.”

      “Looks like he’d prefer to dine somewhere fancier,” Daphne muttered, steam hissing from the milk wand.

      Jess took another glance at the man. Polished shoes. Perfect posture. A tightness in his jaw, as if he were bracing for something unpleasant. Definitely not a local. Good Fortune had a way of wearing people down into flannel and sensible footwear.

      “Well, if he’s looking for fine dining, he’s out of luck,” Jess said dryly. “There’s us, or the diner.”

      Amy gave a cheeky wink. “Then he’s in for a treat either way. We have amazing baked goods, thanks to you, and Trixie’s doing her best since she got promoted to head chef over at the diner. Though working for Liz sounds like cooking in a thunderstorm. Lots of pressure. No warmth.”

      “I hear she’s almost as good as the old chef,” Daphne added, sliding a latte toward Jess with a raised brow.

      “And she’s not even using magic,” Amy whispered, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial hush.

      Daphne’s nostrils flared, and Jess winced. A warning ripple of protective magic rose in her chest—not outward, never that—but inward, tight and controlled. The Council had made it very clear: no one outside their small, carefully chosen circle could know about the magic that pulsed beneath Good Fortune’s cobbled streets.

      Not about Jess, Jenny, or Aunt Liz, the new owner of the diner down the street—witches, all of them. And certainly not about the lineage that had taken root here generations before.

      In fact, Amy and Daphne weren’t supposed to know. But the last mystery had blown more than just secrets wide open, and their help had been invaluable in stopping a magical disaster from unraveling the town at its seams.

      The Council had been lenient, but even having two parents serving on it wouldn’t help if word got out about their tiny coven. Jess couldn’t risk that kind of exposure again. Not even for her friends.

      As if reading her thoughts, Amy flushed and lowered her gaze. “Sorry,” she mumbled, then bustled away to take an order from a couple who had just walked in.

      “No one heard,” Daphne murmured.

      Jess nodded slowly, though her fingers curled tighter around her coffee cup. “This time.”

      The two women exchanged a look. Daphne might be made of granite on the outside, but when it came to Amy, she was fiercely loyal. If Jess ever had to erase Amy’s memory to protect their secret, it would drive a wedge between them—one that might never mend.

      Daphne didn’t speak. She didn’t need to.

      “He’s coming in,” Amy stage-whispered as she returned to the counter, smoothing her apron and pasting on her best customer-service smile.

      The man entered with crisp efficiency, like someone arriving for an appointment he didn’t want to keep. His presence seemed to pull the room’s attention to it, the way a storm gathers before it breaks.

      Amy offered her brightest smile. “Good morning! Would you like a seat by the window?”

      The man’s gaze lingered on Jess a fraction too long before he nodded.

      Amy handed him a menu with practiced ease. “We serve light meals,” she said, handing him a menu, “and our pastry cabinet’s full of magic—I mean—goodness.” She glanced guiltily at Jess. “Jess is our baker and the best in town.”

      Jess lifted her mug in acknowledgment, offering a polite smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. The morning rush had passed. The café was quieter now, a warm hush filled with the scent of cinnamon, coffee beans, and fresh bread. She could almost relax.

      Across the street, Lavender’s Lotions and Potions sat in quiet contrast to the bustle of the café. The shop windows gleamed softly, shelves lined with tinctures, salves, and remedies that most townsfolk assumed were herbal at best and old-fashioned at worst. Her sister lived in the apartment above it—close enough to be watched over, far enough to feel independent.

      Jess’s gaze flicked there instinctively.

      Jenny would be awake by now. Probably pretending not to watch the café from the window. Probably already aware that something in the air felt… off.

      Jess quickly checked the bakery. The stranger was enjoying the blueberry pie Amy had delivered. Several customers chatted quietly, teaspoons clinking, conversation flowing easily.

      Heading to the kitchen entrance, she found a black cat stretched lazily across the sun-warmed step outside the back door.

      “About time someone interesting showed up,” Jess’s familiar drawled, though non- witches could only hear the strange sounds he emitted. “I was thinking today would be nothing but muffins and mediocrity.”

      Jess resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Behave, Maestro.”

      The cat flicked his tail. “I am behaving. I’m lying down and judging silently. Surely you can’t complain about that. And, you might want to keep an eye on the stranger.”

      Jess turned. The man in the suit was watching. Not the pastry case or the menu board—her.

      A quiet charge moved through the air like static before a storm.

      Then the bell jingled again, and a sharp meow rang through the café.
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      A kitten. Maestro’s kitten.

      Everyone turned to watch the tiny fur ball wobble inside. The kitten had taken the opportunity to sneak inside with a customer, who was currently cooing over it. The orange and black cutie promptly pounced on a muffin crumb, missed completely, and rolled onto her back with all four legs flailing.

      Daphne stifled a laugh. “I thought your Aunt Liz was helping Jenny train her.”

      “She is,” Jess muttered. “But she keeps escaping to come see Maestro.”

      Liz was actually Jenny’s aunt, but she’d accepted it was easier to go along with the assumed connection rather than explain every time it was mentioned that their father had married again after leaving Good Fortune when Jess was young. 

      Maestro meowed loudly from the kitchen, and the kitten scrambled to its short, chubby legs to find her father—and promptly sneezed. Her whole body lifted, then splattered spread-eagle on the floor.

      And the man at the window table? He was still watching. But now… his mouth twitched.

      The familiar ripple of magic beneath her skin didn’t speak of immediate danger. Still, she didn’t like the way he watched her. He looked as if he’d stepped out of a noir detective film and brought a crime with him. His gaze held hers just a moment too long—as though he were studying a recipe and trying to identify the one ingredient that didn’t belong.

      She scooped up the kitten, who immediately snuggled into her arm with the blind trust of the very young. Maestro meowed again—sharp and insistent.

      Jess arched a brow and took the kitten to him, speaking with her mind this time. “She’s not your responsibility anymore.”

      Maestro responded with a disdainful flick of his tail. “She will remain my responsibility until I deem her capable of being Jenny’s familiar.”

      Daphne leaned in through the doorway. “What’s up with that man? Do we need to kick him out for staring, or… I don’t know, test him for hexes?”

      Jess didn’t answer. Not because she didn’t have a strong feeling that this man brought trouble with him—but because it was too soon to know what that might look like. She’d learned that lesson the hard way. Magic was a gift, yes, but intuition without evidence was dangerous. Especially after the last issue with a stranger in town had almost killed her father.

      Amy returned to the counter, bouncing slightly on her toes. “He loved the pie,” she whispered, clearly thrilled. “Now he wants a cappuccino. Extra foam. And your Lemon Lavender Tart. I guess he has a sweet tooth.”

      Daphne arched an eyebrow. “What, no caviar?”

      “Be nice,” Jess murmured before setting the kitten into the small basket tucked beside the back door. Maestro had lined it with a tea towel stolen from her kitchen. Jess scratched the kitten’s head. “You be good, little one,” she whispered. “No practicing here, okay?”

      The kitten let out a tiny, hiccupping purr of agreement, and with an encouraging nudge from her father, curled into a nap as if she’d been born to do nothing else.

      Jess straightened and washed her hands. The café had settled into its late-morning rhythm: a few locals lingering over brunch, a young couple tapping away at matching laptops, and two women gossiping in the corner over chai lattes.

      Just an ordinary day. Except for the man at the window.

      She took a steady breath and picked up his coffee from Daphne. “Your cappuccino,” she said, setting the cup down gently in front of him.

      The man’s gaze didn’t waver. Up close, his eyes were a pale, unreadable grey. Cool—but not empty.

      “Thank you,” he said. His voice was smooth, cultured, with the careful enunciation that suggested an expensive education and a lifetime of being listened to.

      “You’re not from around here,” Jess said lightly.

      He smiled faintly. “No. I’m not.”

      She waited. He didn’t elaborate.

      “Well,” she said, gesturing to the untouched tart, “that one’s made with fresh Meyer lemon and lavender. From my garden.”

      “I know,” he said.

      That stopped her. “You know,” she repeated.

      He inclined his head. “You have a reputation.”

      Jess’s fingers curled slightly. “For my baking?”

      A faint smile touched his mouth. “Among other things. You returned to Good Fortune after your mother’s death. But instead of running her store across the road, you opened this fine bakery.”

      Jess stiffened. “People sure like to gossip.”

      “About all kinds of things,” he replied quietly.

      Maestro let out a low warning hiss from the kitchen door.

      Jess kept her expression neutral, though her heart thumped in her chest. From the moment she sensed his presence, she knew he had abilities, but what did that mean and why was he here? “You seem very well-informed for a passing visitor.”

      “Occupational habit,” he replied before glancing around and then lowering his voice. “I pay attention to places where things aren’t what they seem.”

      Her heart hammered, but she merely raised an eyebrow. “And what occupation would that be?”

      “Like I said, I observe,” he said calmly. “Patterns. Ripples.”

      He was being sure to let her know he had talents without saying what, which set her teeth on edge. She folded her arms. “What do you want here?”

      He studied her for a long moment. “Your town has drawn some attention recently. Not because of you alone—but because of what happened here.”

      Her pulse quickened despite herself. “With the help of others,” she said carefully, “that situation was resolved.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “And though it was contained, there are traces left behind.”

      Jess held his gaze. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Elias Black,” he said. “I work with a group concerned with maintaining balance. Preventing slight disturbances from becoming catastrophes.”

      Though troubling, this intrigued her. “As opposed to the Council?” she couldn’t resist the snide jab.

      “Think of my group as an early warning system,” Elias replied. “Good Fortune is not in dire trouble. Yet. But something is stirring, Jessica. And at some stage it will come here. You know I’m right, don’t you? ”

      Magic hummed beneath her skin, alert and uneasy, like dough rising too fast as she stared at him.

      He pushed back his chair and stood. “I’ll be in town a few days. If you decide you want answers, I’m staying at the Sycamore Inn.”

      “You assume I’ll want to see you again.”

      His expression didn’t change. “You will. Because if I’m right—and I usually am—doing nothing will be the most dangerous choice you make.” He turned and walked out. The bell chimed softly behind him.

      Jess stood there for several long seconds.

      Then, from behind her, Daphne broke the silence. “Please tell me we’re not being dragged into another magical disaster.”

      Jess glanced toward the customers who appeared oblivious to the content of her recent conversation with Elias Black.

      Maestro frowned from the doorway.

      “I think,” Jess said quietly, “whether or not we like it, we are.”

      A tapping came from above them, and Jess sighed. “Just what we need right now—a nosy ghost.”

      She’d bet a dozen cappuccinos that Isla Rice, their resident ghost, wanted the details of their day so far. Jess frowned. Usually she popped upstairs morning and night anyway, but it was possible that Isla had seen Elias Black out the upstairs windows and knew where he came from or went to. The man had to be staying somewhere local. It might be a good idea to pay her a visit.

      Isla stood at the upstairs windows arms folded and face pinched. “You took your sweet time.”

      “I’m sorry, Isla. I can’t drop everything as soon as you want company.”

      “Why not? It suits you just fine when you want information. Or when you want me to teach your sister how to read properly.” The older woman who had once owned this property and wasn’t headed for the hereafter just yet, huffed.

      “Now, don’t be like that. I know it’s taxing, but with Jenny’s dyslexia, you knew it would take time to get her to read well enough to make her spells work.”

      Isla scoffed. “It’s a darn sight slower because she doesn’t come to her lessons.”

      Jess gaped. “Excuse me? Since when?”

      “All week. My intention was not to say anything if she showed up today, but then I observed her strolling with Theo Maddren, the lawyer, last night, and she deliberately avoided looking up here. The little minx knew exactly where she was supposed to be.”

      Jess was seething, but she pushed it down. “I see. Thanks for telling me. I can assure you that I’ll deal with her later. Meanwhile, can I ask you about a strange man who came into the store today?”

      “Hah! I knew it. You only came up here to quiz me.”

      Jess nodded. “That’s right. I would have come as usual, but this could be important.”

      The agreement took the wind out of Isla’s anger, and she blew out a breath. “The man in the suit has been hanging about Main Street for two days. He eats at the diner mostly, and I think I heard him ask directions for Sycamore Inn.”

      “So Liz must have noticed him,” Jess muttered.

      Isla leaned forward. “What’s that? Stop mumbling.”

      “Did you see him with anyone?” Jess asked calmly, though she was sorely tired of always being treated like the bad guy in this equation.

      Isla shrugged. “I’d say he did his best to steer clear of everyone on the street. And though Jenny didn’t look up here, your man did. I waved, and he quickly looked away, which meant he could see me. Now I found that interesting. I figure he’s got to be a witch.”

      Jess blanched. “You'd better keep that observation to yourself for now. I’ll tell the others as soon as I can.”

      Isla shrugged again, a cunning look in her eyes. “Of course. Daphne’s okay when she’s not grumping at everything, but I don’t know about Amy. The woman is a consummate gossip and couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it.”

      Jess’s stomach knotted. “You’re not wrong about that, more’s the pity.”
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      Worry over the stranger and Amy’s lack of control had Jess on edge, so it was a relief when the next person to come through the café door was Officer Brodie Fine. The familiar weight of his presence settled her as nothing else could. Uniform neat, posture relaxed, eyes already taking in the room with quiet efficiency. 

      When they settled on her, he grinned. “Morning.”

      “Morning, officer,” Jess replied, warmth blooming in her chest. She still found it hard to believe that at forty-five she’d found herself with a boyfriend. Tall, with thick dark hair and brown eyes, Brodie was a kind and understanding man who was also darn good-looking.

      He returned her appraising look, making her blush, before nodding to Daphne. “Everything peaceful today?”

      Daphne snorted. “Define peaceful.”

      Brodie gave a tight smile. “That bad, huh?”

      “Nothing on fire. Yet,” Daphne said. “Coffee?”

      “You don’t have to ask,” he said, already reaching for his wallet.

      When Daphne returned to the espresso machine, Brodie walked with Jess back to the counter. He leaned against it, close enough that Jess felt the steady calm he carried with him. It grounded her in a way she hadn’t realized she needed until she met him.

      “So why do you look so unhappy?” he asked her gently.

      Her gaze flicked briefly toward the window and the empty table where the stranger had sat earlier. The lemon lavender tart was gone; the plate wiped clean; his cup empty.

      Jess shrugged, aiming for casual. “A man was in here and I’m hoping he was just passing through.”

      He tensed slightly. “A man? What did he do to make you look so uneasy?”

      Aunt Liz bustled in just then, pushing the door open with her shoulder as if daring it to object. Her fitted knee-length green dress suited her slim figure, and her expression was brisk and purposeful.

      “There you are,” Liz said, spotting Brodie. “Good. You can tell whoever’s in charge of parking enforcement that my delivery truck was there for exactly six minutes.”

      Brodie chuckled. “I’ll be sure to pass that along.”

      “The kitten,” Liz added, turning to Jess, “she’s escaped again.”

      Jess nodded. “She’s here.”

      “I figured she would be,” Liz said. “Butter isn’t happy about it.”

      From the doorway, Maestro flicked his tail. “Butter does not need to worry if she’s here with me.”

      “You know that’s not the point,” Liz scolded. “Butter is her mom and with the kitten’s training, Butter hardly gets to see her as it is.”

      Maestro huffed. “I have explained this, but she’s…determined.”

      “I’ll get Jenny to collect the kitten,” Jess offered. “Then bring her to Butter at the diner when she’s done training.” Liz and Butter lived above the diner, so the commute down the street hardly took any time and explained the mischievous kitten’s ability to get from store to store so fast. As soon as eyes weren’t on her.

      Liz gave her a sharp look—brief, assessing, and unreadable—then nodded. “Fine.”

      Before Jess could ask what all that meant, Liz gave a quick wave and headed back out, already muttering about burnt toast and unreliable suppliers.

      Brodie watched her go. “She’s in rare form today.”

      “That’s her usual form,” Jess said fondly. It had taken a while to appreciate that Liz’s bark was worse than her bite and that she would do almost anything for Jenny. Even give up Butter’s kitten.

      Daphne slid a mug across the counter toward Brodie. “Your usual.”

      “Thanks,” he said, taking a sip. “Still the best in town.”

      Daphne smirked. “Obviously.”

      Brodie turned back to Jess. “Are you okay?”

      Brodie set the mug down. His self-control prevented a dramatic shift in his expression, but Jess still noticed his jaw tighten slightly. His cop face, she called it privately. The one that said he’d already been thinking about something before he walked through the door.

      “The man in the grey suit,” he said. “How long was he here?”

      Jess blinked. “You saw him?”

      “I’ve seen him three times in two days.” Brodie turned the mug slowly between his palms. “First outside the bookstore, then near the diner yesterday, and this morning he was standing across the street watching your café before you opened. Just standing there. Hands in his pockets. As if he we’re waiting or watching for something.”

      Something cold slid through her ribs. She’d assumed she was the first to notice Elias. It hadn’t occurred to her that Brodie might have been tracking him independently. “Why didn’t you mention it?”

      “Because watching isn’t a crime.” He glanced toward the window where Elias had sat. “But I ran his name anyway. Elias Black.”

      Jess stilled. “How do you know his name?”

      “He checked in two nights ago at Sycamore Inn. Paid cash, which the manager thought was odd enough to mention when I stopped by for coffee this morning.” Brodie’s tone was matter-of-fact, but he frowned. “I put his name through our system. No warrants. No priors. No driver’s license on file in Oregon. Far as the database is concerned, the man barely exists.”

      Maestro’s ears twitched from the kitchen doorway.

      Jess kept her voice even, though her mind was racing. “Nothing at all?”

      “A Portland address that traces to a wine import company. I called them.” He paused. “The number rings out to a disconnected voicemail. The company website is one page with no staff listed.”

      Daphne stopped polishing and gave Jess a pointed look that said, I told you he was trouble.

      Brodie leaned closer, dropping his voice below the hum of the espresso machine. “He came in here today? What did he want?”

      Jess chose her words carefully. She couldn’t tell Brodie everything—not yet, possibly never—but she wouldn’t lie to him either. “Coffee and pie. Then he mentioned things about the town. It’s recent history in particular. He seemed to know a lot about me, which I didn’t appreciate.”

      Brodie’s mouth thinned. “Did he threaten you?”

      “No,” Jess said. “More like… warned me. He said something was coming and that ignoring it would be dangerous.”

      For a long moment, Brodie said nothing. He studied her face the way he studied a scene—carefully, reading what was there and what was missing. It was one of the things she found most unnerving and most attractive about him. He didn’t push. He waited until the silence gave him what words couldn’t.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Brodie said finally. “Quietly. If he’s just a strange man passing through, no harm done. If he’s not—” He picked up his cup. “—I’d rather know before it becomes my kind of problem.”

      Jess felt something ease in her chest. Not the magical unease—that clung like smoke—but the loneliness of carrying it alone. Brodie couldn’t sense what she sensed. He couldn’t feel the low thrum of wrong that Elias left behind him. But he could watch and listen and act. In a town touched by magic, sometimes the most useful person was the one who dealt in evidence.

      “Thank you,” she said, and meant it more than he probably knew.

      He held her gaze a beat longer than necessary, then his expression softened into something warmer. “If you need me, you know where to find me.”

      “I do,” she said softly.

      Maestro gagged from the kitchen and headed back to the kitten.
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      The lunch rush had come and gone, and Jess wiped down the spotless counter, half-listening to the hiss and sigh of The Beast as Daphne made cappuccinos. 

      The machine gleamed beneath the lights, all brass and chrome, faintly threatening, and Daphne adored it. Jess merely respected it, the way one respects a large predator who could either befriend you or take off a limb.

      “Now that Amy’s gone to Lavenders to help Jenny, and we’re quiet again, tell me more about how you want to ‘use The Beast to deliver an elixir’. Deliver how?”

      Jess opened her mouth to answer, but the back door opened and in bounded a chaos gremlin disguised as a kitten.

      Full of life and fluff, the black-and-orange mottled kitten skidded across the polished wood floor as if she were auditioning for Dancing on Ice. Maestro stalked in behind her with the dignity of an annoyed judge.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he muttered, voice audible only to Jess. “No climbing, no pouncing, no—oh, of course. Straight to the pastry case.”
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presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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