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      For my darling husband, aka, Himself.
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      One desperate wish. One buried secret. One white witch caught in the middle.

      
        
        Patience O’Reilly doesn’t grant just any wish—only the ones that truly matter. But when the beloved chef of Willow Gardens Retirement Community calls for help, the magic tugs harder than usual. Marie’s wish is tangled in fear, regret... and something far darker than Patience expected.

      

        

      
        With her snarky terrier familiar Lucky by her side, Patience must navigate old wounds, community gossip, and a suspicious crime that threatens to unravel everything. Because in Willow Gardens, wishes always come with a cost—and this one may be deadly.

      

        

      
        Heartfelt magic, small-town secrets, and a sleuth who never gives up.

      

      

      
        
        Witches and Wishes

        A Wish To Die For

        A Wish In Time

        A Wish Too Late

      

        

      
        Join my newsletter to receive new release updates, plus a FREE Bonus Epilogue  for A Wish Too Late!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-One

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

      

      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

    

    
      
        Also by C. A. Phipps

      

      
        Books by Cheryl Phipps

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone has a secret or two. Mine is that I’m a white witch who grants wishes.

      Not the coin-in-a-fountain, sparkles-and-glitter kind. Real wishes. Deep, soul-rooted ones that tug at the seams of a person’s life. Being a white witch means no curses, no hexes, and definitely no dramatic magical displays. My work is quiet. Gentle. Powerful.

      And, yes, it comes with rules.

      And my black terrier familiar, Lucky, is convinced I have a problem with following them. To be honest, I do go off script, but only when necessary, and it is tiresome to have your dog constantly tell you how much smarter he is. Yes, Lucky can talk—though only I can hear him—and right now his voice is tight with disapproval as I grab my bag from the hallway hook.

      “Patience O’Reilly, as you very well know, that’s not how this works. We have a plan.”

      I wince at the use of my full name. “Yes, I know, but this woman sounds desperate.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Everyone is desperate to have their wish granted.”

      I pause at the door, my fingers resting on the knob. “That’s true, but something about this mystery calls me to act now.”

      “How convenient, but you simply can’t change your mind this way. It’s not how wishes are selected.”

      I close my eyes, breathe in the cedar-and-cinnamon scent of my little cottage, and steady my pulse. Lucky’s right—there are procedures for deciding which wishes are granted, so we don’t waste our time on the selfish or frivolous requests. I was a private investigator before I found my calling, and I respect a good checklist. But sometimes a witch has to put her foot down.

      “After all this time,” I say, opening the door, “I think I know what’s possible.”

      “‘Possible’ doesn’t factor into this,” he huffs.

      Cool air spills inside, making me shiver slightly. The porch rail is adorned with a strand of simple white fairy lights I told myself I put up for neighborhood morale. Lucky calls them “human foolishness.” He’s a loving familiar, but he can be a grouch when I go off track.

      “Well, I think it does,” I argue, “and I’m going to hear Marie out. If the wish doesn’t align, I’ll feel it and we’ll move on.”

      “You’re being extra stubborn about this wish.”

      “Perhaps. Are you coming or not?”

      Lucky scampers out just as the door swings shut. He shoots me a look over his shoulder. “Not funny. You almost got my tail.”

      “Then keep up, boss.”

      Ignoring my sarcasm, he hops into the passenger seat as soon as I open the car door. Once he’s clipped into his tiny harness, which he insists is far too undignified for someone of his magical stature, we drive to Willow Gardens Retirement Community in silence. Mostly because he’s sulking.

      Willow Gardens sits on Destiny’s edge, wrapped in crisp winter air, local gossip, and excellent cafés. We pass through the open gate. No guard today—a good sign that life has settled since the last death here was finally ruled an accident.

      Wreaths dress every cottage like smiles, and a rare dusting of snow makes the place shimmer under the pale afternoon sun. For a moment, it feels as if the world is holding its breath.

      Lucky perks up as we roll to a stop outside the main building. A spruce towers in the courtyard, unlit, a thousand tiny bulbs waiting for their moment.

      “You remember our last wish?” I ask, grabbing my bag.

      “Vividly. It involved murder, accusations, emotional breakdowns, and someone putting themselves in danger.”

      He really is out of sorts, despite loving it here at the village where almost everyone knows and fusses over him. “I said I was sorry.”

      “You’re always sorry after the fact,” he mutters.

      “It turned out well in the end.”

      “Not for everyone,” he reminds me.

      I can’t argue with that. A different kind of shiver runs through me, and I shake off the memory’s chill as I step inside. The reception area is airy and bright. Holiday garlands trail across the windows. Knitted stockings are clipped to a twine line behind the desk, and paper doves flutter across the front. A tray of star-shaped cookies cools beside the sign-in book, filling the air with cinnamon and oranges—the exact recipe for nostalgia.

      Lucky’s nose lifts. He sighs like a poet. “Tragic. No bacon.”

      Sandra, the receptionist, beams. “Patience! Back so soon? And hello, Lucky.” She comes out from behind the desk to give him a head rub.

      Unable to ignore such lavish attention, his tail wags. “Finally, some manners.”

      “Here to see Lori?” Sandra asks.

      “No, actually. Marie.”

      Sandra’s smile falters. “Marie Story? Our head chef?”

      Interesting that the name earns me a frown. “That’s right. She’s expecting me.”

      “You can go on through to the kitchen; she should be on a break.” Sandra leans in, voice low. “I didn’t realize you were helping her. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Thank you,” I manage, a little taken aback by the concern in her voice. “Do you mind not mentioning to others that I’m here just yet?”

      Her brow lifts, but she puts a finger to her lips. “Mum’s the word.”

      The last time I was here, we solved a murder and helped a woman escape a dangerous man. People had opinions—loud ones. Fortunately, Sandra thought we were heroes. We don’t see ourselves that way, but it doesn’t hurt to have allies on the inside when solving the mysteries that seem to go hand in hand with granting wishes.

      I hadn’t planned to return to the village, except for friendly visits. But when Marie phoned me after my friend Lori gave her my number, the wish tugged at me—strong yet unformed—before Marie even spoke.

      Marie is in her early fifties. I only met her in passing when I was here last, but I don’t forget faces. Apparently, she’s a brilliant chef, and she carries quiet strength like an apron she never takes off. Plus, Lori vouches for her need.

      So here I am—off schedule and possibly off my rocker for going with my gut instead of our list. I glance at Lucky as we approach the kitchen. “You still think I’m making a mistake?”

      “Right now, I’m giving you some wiggle room. But I’m keeping score.”

      Fair enough. While it’s easy to imagine I could just cast a spell and make a wish happen, Lucky knows it’s never that simple.

      There are two main rules that I whisper to myself when decisions get hard.

      Rule #1: Balance is everything. Wishes must align with the natural order.

      Rule #2: Don’t draw attention to your magic.

      My job isn’t to fix everything. It’s to find the one thing—the right thing—that will truly make a difference. Not money. Not power. Not fleeting happiness. Something lasting. A wish that reshapes a life for the better.

      Which means I have to discover Marie’s real wish. Because no matter what someone asks for, they rarely know what they truly need.

      But first, there’s a mystery to solve and not a minute to lose. With only three weeks until Christmas, Willow Gardens is planning a tree-lighting ceremony with a vendor and dinner event in two days. Marie thinks something bad will happen that night.

      While I’m an optimist, I’m also a realist. An event is always a perfect opportunity to cover one’s tracks.
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      The buttery warmth of fresh bread fills the air, wrapping the room in the kind of scent that feels like a hug and makes my stomach rumble. Beside me, Lucky perks up the second we step inside. He may be my familiar, but he’s also a shameless foodie. His tail swishes like a metronome, beating time with the hum of the ovens and the faint clatter of dishes in the distance.

      Marie leans against the stainless steel counter, clutching a mug like it’s the only thing keeping her upright. Her silver-streaked hair is pinned up with a chopstick, and her apron is dusted with flour and a streak of something I can’t identify. Her usually bright green eyes seem duller, and a frown mars her forehead. Even the cheery snowflake tea towels displayed nearby can’t soften the tension hanging over her.

      She straightens when she sees me. “Patience. Thank you for coming.”

      “I hope you don’t mind Lucky tagging along. He’s my assistant and house-trained—mostly.”

      Lucky growls low in his throat. “Thank you very much for the slander. I happen to be immaculate in my hygiene!”

      Marie’s mouth twitches, but her smile doesn’t quite land. “Don’t worry, his reputation for sniffing out clues precedes him. Plus, I like dogs. Even ones with judgmental eyebrows.”

      “Since it’s me he’s usually judging, don’t give those eyebrows another thought.” I unclip his lead, and he trots off, nose twitching, hunting for contraband—or cookies. His paws click lightly across the tiles, a quiet percussion beneath the low hum of the large fridge.

      Marie pours coffee and then pulls out two chairs at the prep table. The room is quiet, except for the faint whistle of steam from the big industrial kettle. When she sits, her voice drops. “I know this isn’t your typical job, and I can’t pay you much, but I didn’t know who else to turn to. Lori insisted I phone you.”

      “Let’s see if it’s something I can help with before we decide on anything.” I wrap my fingers around the warm mug, letting the aroma chase off the winter chill clinging to my coat. “You said someone’s trying to sabotage you? That’s terrible.” My curiosity prickles at the edges of my mind like a lit fuse.

      “It’s more than terrible,” she says, fingers wringing the mug. “Someone wants me fired. And if I lose this job, my mother loses her home.”

      I sit straighter. “How is that possible?”

      Marie’s eyes sheen with worry as she explains. “Mom has one of the small apartments here, and we were so lucky to get one right by the nurses’ station, which is a prime spot. She loves it here. There’s her book club, gin rummy afternoons, the gardens.” Her voice catches. “She’s finally happy. But I only get the staff discount while I’m employed. If I go, she can’t afford to stay.”

      Her panic is clear. Marie has a strong motive to fight for her job. From across the room, Lucky gives me a raised eyebrow. I shrug, silently admitting what we both know: I won’t be able to walk away.

      “I’ll need to dig a bit deeper, but I’ll do everything I can to find out who’s behind this,” I promise. “Does Janet know what’s been going on?”

      “She’s heard the rumors and seems to trust me, but Janet is worried that things have taken a particularly bad turn recently and she’ll have to step in if things escalate. I can’t blame her for that, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be the fall guy.” She swallows. “Like I said, I can’t pay much.”

      Her voice is soft with shame, but I wave it away. “Don’t worry about that. Just tell me exactly what’s been happening.”

      Marie exhales shakily. “At first it was small. Wrong orders. Ingredients going missing. A tray of cupcakes disappeared during a birthday tea—I found them dumped behind the greenhouse. Then burnt rolls when I know I set the timer and checked the temperature.” She gulps. “Last week, my seafood chowder was off and three residents got sick.”

      “That’s dangerous,” I say, my words clipped.

      “Exactly. I check dates,” Marie insists. “And I’m careful to rotate stock. I tasted it ten minutes before service, and it was fine. At least I didn’t notice anything wrong, and I didn’t get ill. It never occurred to me to taste it again before it went out. As far as I’m concerned, that was my only true mistake.”

      I rub my thumb over my coffee cup, pondering this admission. Why would Marie check it again if all the ingredients were already added? And ten minutes was plenty of time for someone to drop something in the chowder. But what was the ingredient and why did the culprit run the risk of hurting the residents or getting caught? “Any chance it’s just several mistakes over a short period?”

      Marie shakes her head. “Not this many. Not this often. Someone’s setting me up by making me look careless.”

      I glance around. The kitchen gleams—order on every surface, clipboards neat, a whiteboard covered in lists. Whoever’s behind this has access, intent, and is sneaky.

      “Who else works here?”

      A frown deepens on her face as Marie answers. “I’ve got three full-time staff.”

      “And do you all get on?”

      Her mouth twists. “I never like to bad-mouth my staff or coworkers, but I’m going to be completely honest because I desperately need your help.”

      She looks pained, and I wait quietly for her to get the words out.

      “Toby, my second, is young, talented, ambitious, and doesn’t like being corrected. Faye’s been here for ten years. She applied for head chef, and by rights she should have gotten the top job, but Janet wanted a bit of a shake-up when the last head chef left. There was a lot of tension. Lastly, there’s Camilla, our new dishwasher and prep hand. She’s really quiet, but she’s trying so hard to do well and learn new skills.”

      Lucky pads back, sits by my feet, and sniffs dramatically. “The pantry smells wrong. There’s an herb that doesn’t belong. Bitter. Almost metallic.”

      I nod, filing it away. To Marie, I say gently, “What’s the ideal outcome of this? Not just sorting out the sabotage. What do you wish I could help you with?”

      Lucky’s ears flatten at the word wish, but it’s too late to take it back, and it shouldn’t raise any flags—it’s just a word people use, right?

      Marie’s lips tremble. “I desperately want to keep my job.”

      “And?” I ask softly.

      Her eyes search mine, raw and vulnerable, and the tension in her shoulders finally breaks. “I feel lost. I’ve worked in restaurants my whole life and was the head chef in a couple, including my last job. Unfortunately, when my husband passed, I couldn’t keep up with the long hours and taking care of Mom.” Her lips wobble, but she holds herself together.

      “This job lets me cook and still be close to her. It was almost perfect, and I thought I’d found peace.” She swallows hard. “Now the stress is killing me, and I’m terrified of losing everything, including precious time with Mom. I want to cook and not be afraid.”

      The ache in her voice tugs at me. I think of my own mother, gone too soon, and how many times I’ve wished for just one more afternoon with her. Wishes always come tangled in fear and desperation, but underneath is something simple, something human.

      “Then that’s what we aim for,” I say. “We’ll find who’s behind this and protect what matters.”

      “Thank you.” Marie’s voice cracks.

      I set my mug aside. “Before I poke around in the pantry, I’d like to do a quick holiday refresh in here.”

      Marie blinks. “A what?”

      “Be careful what you say about your talents,” Lucky growls.

      I give him a pat, more to soothe Marie’s surprise than my familiar’s concern that I’m about to blab about witches and wishes. “Sorry. I thought Lori might have mentioned that I place a lot of faith in herbs to help us all function better. Hearth-Keep is a pantry cleanser that aids calmness. It’s an ancient remedy that most people won’t have heard of.”

      Marie’s eyes widen. She’s clearly considering my sanity, but she nods, desperate enough to try anything.

      She pulls a coil of baker’s twine from a drawer and collects the ingredients I ask for. I thread the twine through a sprig of rosemary, pinch in a curl of orange peel, and tie a small, neat knot. The twine’s ordinary; the knot isn’t. Old and mild, as subtle as a deep breath. No sparkles. No fanfare. Just an adjustment toward ease.

      I tuck the sprig behind the big flour bin, where no one will question it. The rosemary releases its sharp scent, mixing with the buttery air. For a heartbeat, the room seems to exhale. The extractor fan quiets, and the fluorescent lights appear less harsh. Even my shoulders drop a half inch.

      Marie tilts her head. “I use a lot of herbs, but not medicinally. It certainly makes the place smell nice.”

      Lucky gives a tiny nod. “That’s better. She’s already less stressed.”

      The lines ease around her mouth, and for the first time since stepping into this kitchen, I believe we’ve nudged the balance back toward hope.
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      The rosemary sprig does its work quietly, but the prickle at the back of my neck doesn’t fade. It’s like smoothing a wrinkled tablecloth—better, yes, but the fabric still carries creases. Whatever’s happening here won’t vanish with one Hearth-Keep charm.

      Lucky nudges my leg. “She might be calmer, but the pantry still hums funny. You should check it out now while she’s likely to be less suspicious.”

      I finish my coffee and push back from the prep table. “I’d like to take a better look around—if that’s okay.”

      Marie straightens, her features tightening slightly once more. “Help yourself. I’ve gone over every shelf in case something’s gone bad, and I can’t find anything wrong. But maybe your keen eyes will see something I’ve missed.”

      She hasn’t included Lucky but doesn’t seem fazed by the way he pads after me, ears perked, nose twitching, as I wander casually across the room.

      The pantry door looms open, like a question mark at the back of the kitchen. I touch the handle—cool under my palm—and let my senses brush against it. They prickle, and I pause. Already the air feels heavier, charged with an energy that doesn’t belong in a retirement-home kitchen. Not good.

      I step inside. It’s cooler here, even with the fluorescent lights above us. The space should feel organized, peaceful even—neat rows of spices and canned goods, sacks of flour and sugar lined up like soldiers. Instead, unease crawls over my skin.

      Pleasant smells hit me first: bay leaves and cinnamon, vanilla extract and dried thyme. These comforting scents should only remind me of home cooking, but underneath lurks something else—something wrong. It coils in my nostrils like smoke, making my eyes water a little.

      I move deeper, footsteps muffled by rubber matting. The shelves tower above, casting long shadows that seem to shift when I’m not looking directly at them. This isn’t a natural darkness—there’s intent here. Someone’s been very careful about what they’ve hidden.

      Lucky pads ahead, nose twitching. “Front rows are for show. Check the corners. Humans always hide the nasty bits where the light doesn’t fall.”

      My heart rate picks up as I squat beside a crate tucked under the bottom shelf. The wood is rough beneath my palms, and the wrongness radiates from whatever’s inside like heat from a fever. This isn’t just sabotage—this is magical interference, and my witch sense screams warnings.

      I lift the lid carefully, half-expecting something to leap out. Instead, I find dried herbs bundled in rough string, sitting innocently on top. Most are harmless—oregano, thyme, a sprig of sage. But when I push these aside, my fingers brush something that makes my magical core recoil.

      Leaves, dark as old pennies, crumble slightly in my hands, releasing a bitter, greasy scent. The sheen on their surface catches the light like oil on water. This wasn’t bought at the local market. It was harvested with intent and prepared with knowledge.

      “Wormwood,” I breathe, the word metallic on my tongue. “I can’t believe this would be used in any of Marie’s recipes.”

      Behind me, Lucky inhales sharply. “Told you it was bad. That doesn’t belong in a Christmas dinner.”

      I slip the bundle into my bag before Marie notices. Even through the fabric, I feel the dark energy pulsing like a heartbeat. This isn’t just about getting her fired. It’s designed to create chaos—make everything go wrong until she gives up. But who here knows enough magic to use wormwood this way?

      I immediately think of Lori but just as quickly discard the thought. Lori only wants good things to happen and to help people. This bundle of herbs will do the exact opposite.

      Footsteps echo in the kitchen beyond. Hastily, I close the crate and stand. The darkness seems to cling to me, and I resist wiping my palms on my jeans. The wormwood’s residue is invisible but palpable—a cold, sticky sensation that makes my senses recoil.

      I cast a subtle cleansing spell, sending cool energy through my fingertips. It takes more effort than it should. The wormwood pushes back, as if testing my strength. The spell snaps into place just as the door swings open.

      A woman strides in, tall and thin, blonde hair pinned into a bun so tight it looks painful. Clipboard in hand, expression tighter still, she surveys me like a mom catching a child with her fingers in the cookie jar.

      “You must be Faye,” I say brightly.

      Her lips press into a thin line. “And you must be the friend Marie mentioned. I’ll remind you this is a food pantry. Visitors and pets aren’t permitted.”

      Lucky sits neatly at my side, staring at her with exaggerated innocence. “I’m cleaner than your thoughts, lady.”

      “Sorry,” I say, fighting a smirk. “Lucky’s my assistant and very clean. I assure you he won’t touch anything. And I’m here at Marie’s request.”

      Faye makes a note on her clipboard—deliberate, pointed. Then she sweeps past us toward the dry-goods section without another word. She doesn’t ask why I’m here, which tells me she already knows and doesn’t like it. I’d bet tomorrow’s cinnamon rolls she’ll mention this to Janet.

      When she’s gone, Lucky huffs. “Smells like moldy lemons and old grudges. I vote we keep her high on the list of possible saboteurs.”

      I can’t argue with that.

      Back in the main kitchen, a young man plates fruit tarts with a flourish better suited to a TV competition than a retirement home. Spiky brown hair, smug tilt to his mouth—this must be Toby. He doesn’t notice us at first, too busy swirling whipped cream into perfect rosettes. But when Marie gently adjusts one of his trays, his jaw tightens.

      I’ve seen that look before—ambition laced with resentment.

      “Patience,” Marie says quickly, “this is Toby, my second.”

      As he glances at me, then at Lucky, with some disdain, I silently wonder what Faye thinks of the pecking order.

      “So you’re the inspector?” He sneers. “Or is this some kind of therapy dog program?”

      “Something like that,” I reply, unsure exactly what Marie has told her team and proud my voice stays steady despite the magical alarm bells ringing in my head.

      He shrugs dismissively, grabs the finished tarts, and disappears, but not before a flicker of annoyance flashes in his eyes. Not guilt exactly—more like a boy who resents authority. Suspect list: Number Two.

      A young woman slips in from a side room, balancing a tray of vegetables. Barely more than twenty, her dark hair falls into her eyes as she sets the tray down quickly. She mumbles hello without looking up.

      Marie smiles encouragingly. “And this is Camilla.”

      Lucky tilts his head. “Skittish. Like a rabbit expecting hawks overhead.”

      He’s not wrong, and when people have things to hide, the mystery deepens with possibilities and added layers.

      The kitchen bustles for a few minutes more, staff moving in careful patterns that don’t quite mesh as seamlessly as they should. Marie tries to direct, but tension laces the air tighter than any string could. Every correction feels weighted, every silence stretched.

      When the last tray goes out for service, Marie checks we’re alone before she sinks into a chair, rubbing her temples. “You see? Do you feel it? This isn’t just stress. Something’s wrong here.”

      I glance around. A string of red and gold baubles dangles limply from the window. A wreath droops by the back door, its ribbon frayed. Christmas should feel bright, joyful. Instead, it’s like someone draped frustration over every surface.

      “Unfortunately, I have to agree. Something’s definitely wrong. The good news is that I intend to find out what.”

      Lucky tuts loudly. “Preferably before someone poisons the cupcakes. Because I am absolutely sampling them.”

      “Thank goodness.” Marie huffs a small laugh despite herself, the first real smile I’ve seen on her face. “At least I know I’m not going crazy.” That tiny shift tells me everything: we’re not just chasing sabotage. We’re chasing a wish—one born of fear, anchored in love. And those are always worth fighting for.
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