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      The energy at the B&B as I walked down the stairs to the first floor was charged. I moved through the familiar space with a tangible sense of anticipation I couldn't quite pinpoint. Nothing had changed recently. The town had resumed it's normal level of intrigue—that was to say none—since the summer's carnival murder.

      "You look contemplative," Tania noted when I walked into the kitchen. She stood in front of the stove flipping perfectly round pancakes.

      "Just thinking," I muttered and poured myself a cup of coffee. "We aren't expecting any new boarders, are we?"

      "Not until next week. Why do you ask?" Tania remained focused on preparing breakfast.

      "It could be nothing, but I’m getting this weird feeling."

      My landlady set down her spatula and turned to face me. "Feelings are typically my department. Maybe I can help?"

      Well, she wasn't wrong. As the resident empath, she was much more in tune with sensing and interpreting emotions than the rest of us. She made a 'go on' gesture at me.

      "It's like the air in the B&B is charged … the whole building senses that something's coming. I know it sounds mental. I just can't shake the feeling that the universe is trying to tell me something is on its way."

      "Oh, that is interesting," she said with a noncommittal shoulder shrug. "Do you have anything you expect to happen soon? At work perhaps?"

      I shook my head and took another sip of coffee. "Not that I can think of. I mean I have some new seedlings I've been nurturing, and they've been doing really well. But nothing out of the ordinary."

      "Well, anything going on with Maggie?"

      "We're having dinner later, just a normal date. Not anything important I can think of." After all, our anniversary wasn't until February. And while the ride we'd taken on the Ferris wheel when Silvan's murder had been solved was quite romantic, there hadn't been any major forward movement in our relationship. Sure, I spent most weekends at her flat and some weeknights, too. But we hadn't taken any steps to move in together. The B&B was still very much my home.

      "Then maybe something’s coming and you just have to be patient until you find out what it is," Tania stated and pivoted to transfer the pancakes to a serving plate. "It has been a while since you've had something to puzzle out. Maybe the universe is giving you a new mystery to solve."

      I disliked feeling like I was missing a clue. Though Tania could be right. Maybe the universe was just giving me a heads up that something was on the horizon. Not that I wanted any harm to befall anyone in town. But I couldn't deny the rush I got from putting all the pieces together on a case. Ginny Hayes had somewhat affectionately dubbed me an amateur detective and the longer I lived in Brookhaven, the more I didn't mind the moniker.

      "Sit, have something to eat," Tania suggested, setting the serving plate on the table beside the butter and maple syrup.

      "You know it's really unfair," Sam bemoaned, materializing beside the table. He sported a red sequined jacket and tight leather pants, the color of rust.

      "What's not fair?" I addressed the ghost, sitting down and piling three of the pancakes onto a plate. Tania set out some strawberry jam, too, and some freshly sliced bananas.

      "That I have to watch you eat food that smells amazing."

      "Well, I appreciate that you enjoy my cooking," Tania admitted and sat down to join me.

      I eyed the ghost with skepticism. He'd never complained about being unable to indulge in things like eating and drinking. Not even when Ginny and Rick's ancestors had temporarily possessed living hosts. "What's got you in a mood?"

      He blinked at me, as if confused by my question. He shot Tania a sideways glance before he crossed his arms over his chest and gave me an exaggerated eye roll. "Can't a guy just be jealous every now and again? I may not act like it, but this existence can be lonely sometimes."

      "You've got loads of friends," I countered.

      "I've got you, Tania, and Maggie. My social circle isn't exactly expanding."

      "You've got Beau, too … Ginny and Rick. And I suppose Vinnie when you're in the mood to let him see you."

      "And they don't understand my plight."

      Today was just so weird.

      Ignoring the ghost as he continued to bemoan his lack of friends, I tucked into my food, trying my best not to let his continued presence bother me. Eventually, he flounced out of my field of vision. Why did he suddenly care so much about having friends? Though I could see his point. Why, of all days, did he bring it up today?

      "So, where are you and Maggie going for dinner?" Tania sipped her mug and gave me an intense expression.

      "Maggie said it's a surprise."

      "Hmm … A day full of unknowns then."

      I smiled, nodding as I finished my breakfast. My phone beeped, reminding me to leave the house now, so I wouldn't be late for work. Tania offered me a wave as I hurried out of the kitchen, through the foyer, and onto the front porch. I spotted Beau lounging on the railing, barely indistinguishable from the wood's grain.

      "See you later, mate," I called.

      Beau didn't offer any response as I left the B&B behind. Trying to shake the unease from my mind, I focused on the familiar walk down Main Street. I spotted a car parked in front of High Time as I arrived. That was odd since we weren't open to the public yet. Most of the kitchen staff weren't even on shift at this time. I walked around to the back and entered through the employee door, passing through the kitchen and break room. I stowed my bag in a locker and with my key unlocked the door to the grow room.

      I could hear muffled voices coming from the front of the shop. I crept closer to the door that led to the front counter and register, pressing my ear to the crack between its surface and the frame.

      "You're sure no one's told her?" Sage's voice carried.

      "Would I lie to you?" Ginny replied.

      I resisted the urge to fling the door open and interrupt their conversation. Still, without realizing I'd done it, one of the plants lining the wall to my left extended a leaf outward, squeezing through the tiny space. I could feel the plant's desire, urging me to take hold and use my magic for a little light snooping.

      I lightly pinched the stem and my vision went green. The front room filled my vision, and I could see Ginny standing on the far side of the counter, holding a clipboard. Sage faced her next to the register.

      "You've confirmed everything?" Sage continued.

      Ginny held up the clipboard. "All accounted for. Have you figured out what you're bringing yet?"

      Sage shook her head, the very tips of her aqua do fluttering. "I mean what do you get someone for something like this? It's not exactly normal."

      Ginny set the clipboard down and leaned in. "I asked Rick what he was getting, and my brother looked at me like a deer caught in headlights."

      "I had thought everyone got the memo about the requirements."

      "Apparently not. My brother claimed he was busy," she explained and used her hands to make air quotes, "but he's never been into this sort of thing. Trust me, holidays in our house growing up were ... uh, interesting because of his aversion to being prepared."

      Just then, Ginny turned, and her eyes widened. She pressed her finger to her lips, gestured at the very tip of the leaf poking out from behind the door. Sage followed where she pointed and mouthed something that could have been, 'Really?' Ginny simply nodded and Sage moved around the counter to join the her. Together they hurried outside, leaving me alone.

      I pulled my hand away from the plant and its stem and leaves receded to their normal position. Whatever the women had been planning, they didn't want me to know about it. But why? A moment later, I picked out the sounds of the bell jingling over the front door. I busied myself with tending the plants in the farthest bay from the door separating the front from the grow room.

      The door opened and Sage appeared. "Morning, Darcy. I didn't see you come in." She gave no hint that she knew I'd been eavesdropping.

      "Just getting things going for the day," I replied, trying to act as if I hadn't overheard her and Ginny's conversation.

      "Good." After a moment she added, "Have I told you how grateful I am to have you as an employee?"

      "Uh, I mean not recently. But I know you appreciate my particular skillset. I owe you so much, too. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have the opportunity to be here, to grow as a witch, and to find where I belonged."

      "I guess it was fate we crossed paths then," she said with a beaming smile. "I'll see you later."

      I offered her a one-handed wave, my other hand preoccupied with coaxing a seedling that had gone droopy overnight. That sense of anticipation I'd picked up on at the B&B returned. Wiping my hands on my jeans, I retrieved my phone and texted Maggie.

      
        
          
            
              
        You sure you can't tell me anything about where we're going tonight? Curiosity has my head spinning.

      

      

      

      

      

      I waited for what seemed ages for her to reply. A tiny bubble and three dots appeared, disappeared, and reappeared again. Finally, my girlfriend replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        I told you it's a surprise. I'll pick you up after work.

      

      

      

      

      

      I glanced down at my outfit.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why not the B&B? I want to change before we go.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her response came quicker this time.

      
        
          
            
              
        What you've got on is perfect.

      

      

      

      

      

      The fact she didn't want me to change out of my work clothes was suspect. Surely, if Maggie were taking me to a nice dinner, she wouldn't want me covered in bits of plant debris and dirt. But I wasn't about to argue with her. I'd just have to wait and see where we ended up tonight.
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        * * *

      

      I managed to distract myself through lunch and the early afternoon hours. As I headed for the break room to clock out, I noticed some of the other employees casting furtive glances my way, including Thomas. He'd changed out of his uniform and was disentangling his dreads from the hairnet around his head.

      "Have I done something to offend you?" I asked him bluntly.

      His fingers stopped moving as the end of the net snagged on the dread in his hand. "What?"

      "You all keep looking at me like I've done something wrong. And when I stopped by Ginny's at lunch today, she purposely disappeared. I feel like I must have committed some sort of offense, because everyone's been acting strange around me all day."

      Thomas managed to free his hair and tossed the disposable hairnet in a nearby trash can. "You didn't do anything Darcy. I swear. Just ... not many of us last very long in a job like this. And well, it's been a while, you know?"

      I stared at him. "Oh, right."

      "All I'm saying is we're glad you're around. You make things interesting."

      I wasn't so sure about that. I might fancy myself to be an amateur detective, but strange happenings seemed to follow me. Or at least they liked to unfold in close proximity to me.

      My phone buzzed with an incoming message from Maggie letting me know she was outside. "Well, uh, I'm glad to be here, too. I need to get going though. Dinner with Maggie."

      "Have fun."

      I hurried out the employee door and rounded the side of the building to find Maggie parked in almost the same spot the car—which I now realized had to belong to Ginny—had sat. I couldn't make out much of my girlfriend's attire through the passenger side window, but she didn't appear to be dressed much different than usual.

      I climbed in and gave her a kiss before putting on my seatbelt. "Do I get to know where we're going now?"

      She shook her head and held out a length of cloth. "Put this on."

      "You can't be serious."

      "Just trust me."

      "I do. But I don't like not knowing where I'm going."

      "You are going to love it. I promise."

      Sucking in a deep breath, I tied the blindfold over my eyes. I'd hoped the fabric might be thin enough to see outlines through it, but no such luck. Instead, I tried to use my other senses to pinpoint where we might be heading. I could make out the faint chatter of pedestrian conversations on the sidewalks, but they quickly vanished. The car sped up, stopped, and made a series of turns. Without being able to see, my stomach sloshed, and I began taking slow, deep breaths to keep my body in check.

      Maggie must have noticed the change in my breathing. Although she continued making periodic turns, they weren't nearly as sharp or aggressive. I gripped the door handle as I braced for another turn. Only it didn't come.

      "Almost there?" I managed to get out the words in between steadying breaths.

      "Almost."

      The car slowed down and rolled to a stop before making a slow, bumpy turn. The terrain beneath us changed to something more spongy. We'd gone off road. Finally, the engine cut out and I heard Maggie unclip her seatbelt. Fumbling blindly, I did the same. In the time it took to disentangle myself from the belt, Maggie had exited the driver side and came around to open my door.

      "Give me your hands."

      She took each of my hands in hers and pulled me to my feet.

      I felt grass beneath my shoes as we moved forward, a few steps at a time. Maggie continued ahead of me, giving my hands a squeeze now and again to signal I was doing well.

      "We have to be almost there," I protested.

      Maggie released my left hand. I heard something swing ahead of me, perhaps a gate.

      My right hand warmed beneath Maggie's touch and the pangs of anxiety that I'd felt bubbling up, receded. Despite being on the lawn, my magic refused to give me a helping hand. Maybe the universe didn't want to ruin the surprise either?

      We passed where I'd heard the gate and finally stopped walking. Maggie let go of my other hand and bumped my right shoulder, letting me know she'd moved to stand beside me. That same sense of anticipation washed over me again, more intense than it had been earlier.

      "Can I take this bloody thing off now?"

      "Yeah. You can remove the blindfold." Maggie's voice was giddy.

      I tugged the fabric over my head and blinked as the afternoon sunlight momentarily blinded me. When my vision resolved, I found myself in Tania's backyard looking at all of my friends gathered together.

      "Surprise!"
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      It took me a minute to register the full extent of the group assembled in the B&B's garden. A handful of my High Time colleagues, including Thomas, stood in the back. Ginny, Sage, and Tania were up front and center. Even Chief Hayes and Vinnie had joined in. But what were they surprising me for?

      "Not that I am opposed to surprises, but ... I've clearly missed something because it's not my birthday," I managed.

      Maggie pivoted to stand in front of me, fixing me with a wide grin. "Do you really not remember?"

      I shook my head, confused.

      "Darcy, you've been living here in Brookhaven for two years!" Maggie's eyes sparkled with excitement.

      The pieces slowly clicked into place. How had I been so oblivious to the milestone? A year ago, I'd been acutely aware of this anniversary. Lately, so much was happening in my life, I suppose I'd lost track. It was touching to see that the people I'd come to consider family hadn't failed to mark the occasion. I peered over at Ginny and Sage, offering them a sheepish laugh.

      "I guess now I know why you were talking about presents this morning."

      Ginny swatted at Sage's arm. "I knew she was spying on us."

      I turned my attention to the far side of the yard, where a set of folding tables had been erected. One held trays of food, artfully laid out, while the other contained a few small gift boxes and colorful bags.

      "You're not very good at being the center of attention," Sam chided, appearing beside me as Maggie let go of my hands.

      "I take it this is what had you in a tiff this morning?" I made a sweeping gesture towards the food.

      "Well, it does seem awfully unfair that everyone gets to enjoy it all, and I'm left on the sidelines watching." His faux annoyance disappeared, and his expression turned serious. "Darcy, I am really glad you've stuck around. My afterlife would be exceeding boring without you."

      "I'm glad I stuck around, too." I jutted my chin towards the gifts. "Is it an American thing to give gifts at these sorts of gatherings?"

      Sam shrugged one sequined shoulder. "I think you're probably just extra special."

      I wasn't going to refuse being appreciated, especially by the people I'd come to call family in Brookhaven. As discreetly as possible, I made my way toward the tables and poked at the first gift, a bright purple paper bag with a deep green ribbon securing the handles together.

      "I hope you like it." Vinnie's voice came from behind me, and I barely avoided jumping in surprise.

      "You all really didn't have to do any of this," I protested. "I mean, I'm grateful for the relationships I’ve cultivated with everyone … and for them to take the time out of their day to celebrate my anniversary here. But I'm just one person."

      "You've made a difference in the lives of every person here, Darcy. Even if it wasn't magically. You're a good friend. You care about the people in your orbit, and you fight for them fiercely. It doesn't go unnoticed."

      I felt heat warm the nape of my neck at his words. Sam was right. I was rubbish at being in the spotlight. "Vinnie, dare I ask what's inside?" I picked up the package and made a show of examining it.

      "I don't think anyone is going to stop you from opening it whenever you want. It's your party, as they say."

      Vinnie watched me intently as I set the bag down again and carefully untied the bow. The ribbon fell to the table, and I reached inside, pulling out a small box. My heart skipped a beat as I studied it, if I wasn't mistaken, it looked almost like a jewelry box. I cast Vinnie another look and he made a 'go on' gesture. My fingers grew sweaty as I fumbled to open the box.

      A small pendant in the shape of a deputy badge sat nestled inside on a delicate silver chain. I could make out the words, ‘Honorary Deputy’ etched into the design. I grinned at Vinnie. "This is really sweet."

      "It's from Rick and me both. Tyson helped pick it out, too. We aren't exactly jewelry connoisseurs."

      "I love it." I couldn't help but laugh as I set it aside. For months now, Vinnie had been telling me he ought to just deputize me, given how many times I had helped the department solve cases. This pendant was as close as he was going to get.

      "I am honestly surprised we managed to keep this from you," Rick admitted, stepping up on Vinnie's left.

      "Well, apparently I'm quite easily lied to," I replied and held up the pendant. "I hear this is from you. Thanks, Chief."

      "Gifts aren't really my forte."

      That tracked with Ginny's earlier comment. Speaking of his sister, she was busy filling a plate with food before making a beeline for me. She held it out to me.

      "The guest of honor can't go hungry."

      Not that I'd ever turn down Tania's cooking, but my appetite seemed to flee under the scrutiny of everyone around. Seeing me awkwardly holding the gift from Rick and Vinnie, Ginny set the plate down and plucked the delicate chain from my fingers. Without asking permission, she spun me around and secured it at the nape of my neck.

      "Two years ago, I wouldn't have even considered this sort of gathering, especially celebrating someone who didn't grow up here. But Darcy, you've helped me realize that not all new things or people are dangerous or unwanted," she said when I turned back to face her. "Now, come sit and eat. Host's orders."

      Tania spotted me watching her and gave a small wave. She indicated one of the chairs that had been moved from their usual place right outside the back door. Ginny pressed the plate of food into my hands again and I made my way across the yard to sit. Along the way, I gave the other guests, including Thomas, a nod of acknowledgement.

      "You know, I expected you to be more overwhelmed than you are," Tania said softly when I sat down.

      "Oh, I am plenty overwhelmed. I guess this explains the strange feeling I've had all day. Even before I overheard Sage and Ginny talking at High Time this morning."

      "I will admit, I did not like deceiving you … but Maggie and Ginny insisted on this celebration and making it a surprise."

      "I know everyone's thanking me for what I've done in Brookhaven the last two years, but I owe you as much thanks. If it weren't for you, none of this would have been possible."

      She waved off my gratitude. "Don't be silly."

      "If I hadn't come to stay at your B&B, if you hadn't been so welcoming and supportive of the magic I was terrified to use, I never would have been comfortable uprooting my life and coming here for a fresh start. Without your guidance, I wouldn't be the witch I am today. If anything, we should be celebrating you, too."

      "I don't mind sharing the spotlight if you insist."

      "I do."

      Tania stood and clapped her hands together. The space fell silent, and all eyes were on my landlady. "Thank you all for coming today. This is not a formal gathering, so make yourselves at home. And please get something to eat."

      Taking that as their cue, my work friends descended on the table of food. I searched the crowd for Maggie, finally spotting her in conversation with Tyson, who I hadn't noticed earlier. Maggie caught me staring and offered me a smile, but didn't halt the discussion. Focusing my attention on the plate of food in my lap, I busied myself with enjoying the meal Tania had prepared. It was a delicious mix of rice, plantains, and pulled pork along with some salad and thick slices of homemade bread. Party goers passed by my seat, offering me their congratulations as they waited in line for food.

      Scanning the crowd, a pang of sadness washed over me. This would have been something I'd love to share with my cousin Piper or Nan. Except Piper was busy traveling and Nan wasn't about to make the trip across the pond for a small celebration.

      'Conflicting emotions.'

      Beau's voice echoed in my head as I set my now-empty plate on the grass by my feet. I looked down as the chameleon settled across my legs, making no attempt to hide himself from the guests around us. Even when it was just Tania, Sam, and I at the B&B, he was usually more comfortable blending in with his surroundings. Besides, he could communicate without the need to be seen.

      "Yeah, a bit," I replied. "But mostly happy emotions. It's just wishful thinking about having my family here, too."

      'Chosen family is good.'

      "Yeah, I know, mate. Believe me, I would choose all of you any day. But still, some things you just wish you could experience with the people who share your DNA."

      The reptile gave a small head bob, as if to nod his understanding. I reached out and stroked the tip of my right index finger along the scales on his back. "I already said how grateful I am to Tania for how she changed my life. And I should tell you how much you mean to me, too."

      'My chosen family, too.'

      "You definitely were the one who chose me," I agreed. "I still don't quite know why, but I'm really happy you did. You've made the past two years of my life really magical. And yeah, I realize how cheesy that sounds."

      "I'd say it's more corny than cheesy," Ginny interjected, sitting down in the chair beside me. "You know, you have more gifts to open."

      "I think I'll save them for later and open on my own, if people don't mind. I think that whole being overwhelmed thing is starting to hit me after all."

      "Yeah, I don't think anyone's going to argue with you about that."

      "I still can't believe you and Maggie put all of this together."

      "Like I said, you matter to the people around here. Besides, we needed something good to celebrate, with all the awfulness that keeps coming to town these days."

      I appreciated how Ginny didn't insinuate that I was the cause of all the unpleasantness that had befallen Brookhaven since my arrival. There was a time when she would have placed the blame squarely on my shoulders for being the outsider.

      "Well, hopefully there won't be any more bad things coming to town any time soon," I said.

      Ginny snorted. "You realize now you've jinxed it."

      "Oh come on, you can't really believe in that sort of thing."

      "We are witches, we cast magic spells that manipulate the world around us. You bet I believe jinxes are real. Mark my words, you put that out into the universe, it's going to come back and bite you." Ginny levered herself out of the chair and stepped into the line for food again.

      Her words didn't exactly bolster my mood. Maggie finally pulled herself away from her conversation with Tyson and moved in my direction. After reaching Beau and I, she bent down to give the reptile a pet on the head and planted a kiss on my lips. "I hope you aren't too disappointed that we aren't having some fancy, intimate dinner."

      "You know I'd never say no to anything Tania cooked. And I really do appreciate everyone's support." I was beginning to feel like a broken record.

      "I'll make it up to you, promise," she vowed, sitting beside me. "I just wanted you to know how special you are to everyone here, me included."

      "I know how special I am to you. You remind me every day by loving me," I told her.

      "Still, I feel like I owe you a nice dinner out somewhere, all dressed up, for tricking you."

      "Well, I won't say no to a date night," I agreed.

      She grinned at me, the expression crinkling the skin around her eyes as she looked at me. Even Ginny's proclamation that I had tempted fate couldn’t possibly ruin the evening. People chatted around us, dipping in and out of their own conversations to say hello to me and share their own reasons for why they wanted to be here. Sage stopped beside my chair just as the sun dipped below the trees around us.

      "You should already know I'm grateful for everything you do," she said. "I need to head out. I'll see you at work tomorrow."

      I gave her a small salute. "See you then boss."

      She laughed and pivoted on her heel, weaving between the thinning crowd . Sage disappeared through the side gate Maggie and I had entered. I eyed the table with its mostly empty serving trays and depleted flatware and utensils. I also noticed Tania was absent.
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