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	Chapter 1 - A Body on the Bake Off Table

The only thing hotter than the ovens at the Blackberry Hollow Bake Off was Clarissa Dale's temper-and five minutes later, she was dead.

The village green buzzed with the usual chatter, teacups clinking and bunting fluttering in the September breeze. Long folding tables groaned under the weight of scones, trifles, marmalade tarts, and at least seven varieties of jam. Juniper Wren stood behind her display of cinnamon hazelnut buns, adjusting the angle of a sprig of rosemary with surgical precision.

She wasn't here to win. She was here to prove something: that you didn't need to be born with a silver cake server to make people smile. And that she could, just possibly, bake without burning the place down.

"Try smiling, Junie," came a velvet voice near her ankle. "People like their buns with a side of charm."

Juniper looked down at Mister Nibbles, her very opinionated black cat, curled smugly between the table legs.

"I am smiling," she whispered through her teeth. "Internally."

Mister Nibbles twitched his tail. "More like internally combusting."

She didn't answer. Not when Clarissa Dale was three tables down, surrounded by a cloud of perfume and condescension, her lemon meringue piled so high it defied gravity and possibly the laws of physics. Clarissa looked up, locked eyes with Juniper, and smiled like a woman who knew the exact amount of cinnamon in everyone else's recipes.

Of course Clarissa was going to win. Again. And this year, there was a cash prize. A decent one. The kind that meant new mixing bowls for Juniper. Maybe even a real electric kettle.

PC Thomas Reed, the village's one and only police constable, strolled past in his ill-fitting uniform, not because he was on duty-he wasn't-but because his mum had baked a plum tart and he didn't trust the judging panel. He gave Juniper a half-wave, the kind that said I see you but also I hope no one else sees me seeing you.

She nodded back, heart doing that irritating flutter thing.

Then Clarissa screamed.

The kind of scream that silenced bunting, birds, and even Mister Nibbles' next snarky comment.

Every head turned.

Clarissa staggered backward, one hand on her chest, the other reaching blindly toward her table. Her eyes went wide, mouth opening again-but no sound came out this time. She collapsed onto the grass with the elegance of a dropped soufflé.

"Clarissa?" someone called.

Juniper was already moving. She knelt beside the woman, who was now frighteningly still. Her teacup had smashed nearby. Her lips were faintly blue.

"She's not breathing," Juniper whispered.

Eddie Penrose pushed through the crowd like a determined bulldog in pearls. "Good heavens. Did someone check her pulse?"

"No," Juniper replied. "But I can."

Her fingers found Clarissa's wrist. Cold. Still.

"She's gone," she said.

Gasps erupted like kettle whistles. Somewhere, someone dropped a sponge cake.

-

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of sirens, questions, and spilled tea. The bake off was canceled. Juniper's buns remained untouched, lined up like cinnamon soldiers without a battle.

Clarissa's body was taken away, covered with a tartan picnic blanket.

The crowd thinned. One by one, villagers packed up their pies and anxieties. Eddie muttered something about "bad energy in the jam tent" and went off to find tea. Juniper stayed behind to clear her table, hands slightly trembling.

Mister Nibbles sat silently on the bench, tail tucked, unusually quiet.

"You didn't say anything clever," Juniper muttered as she stacked paper plates. "I expected at least a 'told you so.'"

He blinked at her. "She was full of fear, Junie. It's still in the air."

Juniper froze.

"What do you mean 'still'?"

He looked past her, eyes narrowing at Clarissa's abandoned table.

"She's not completely gone," he said.

Juniper turned slowly, stomach twisting. There, nestled beneath the lemon meringue's collapsing fluff, was Clarissa's entry card-flipped upside down-and something scrawled across the back in shaky handwriting.

Three words. One of them was her name.

And it wasn't in Clarissa's handwriting.




Chapter 2 - Cinnamon and Suspicion

Juniper Wren wasn't expecting to spend her evening explaining that her cinnamon buns hadn't killed anyone.

Yet here she was, seated at one of the community hall's mismatched wooden chairs, with PC Thomas Reed squinting at her like she might spontaneously confess to poisoning the village bake off champion.

"I need to ask," he said gently, tapping his pen on a clipboard, "did Clarissa eat any of your baked goods today?"

Juniper folded her arms. "Not willingly. She sneered at them."

"She did sneer," Eddie Penrose chimed in from across the room, sipping a cup of questionable coffee from a paper cup. "I heard it. That woman could weaponize a glare."

Thomas shot Eddie a look, then turned back to Juniper. "But did she taste them?"

"I-" Juniper hesitated. "I don't think so."

"But you're not sure."

Juniper hated that he had a point. The moment after judging, everything had blurred together. People wandering around, sampling bites, cups changing hands.

"She may have taken a bite," she admitted. "But so did half the village."

Thomas scribbled something. "And you brought the buns from your own kitchen?"

"I did."

"With ingredients from where?"

Juniper paused.

Her eyes met Mister Nibbles', who was perched like a judgmental gargoyle in the corner window, staring at her over his paw.

"From the shop," she said. "Mostly. A few herbs from my garden."

Thomas blinked. "Herbs?"

"Just… rosemary. And lemon thyme."

He blinked again, slowly.

"I'm not a witch, Thomas," she added dryly.

"I never said you were."

Eddie snorted into her coffee. "Oh, come off it. Everyone knows Juniper's gran was Hazel Merrow's apprentice. Didn't she once accidentally charm a tea kettle into whistling show tunes?"

"That was exaggerated," Juniper muttered.

"It was 'Some Enchanted Evening,'" Eddie said, nodding.

Thomas massaged his temple. "This is not helpful."

Juniper leaned forward, all humor drained. "I didn't kill Clarissa."

He studied her. "I don't think you did. But I also don't think she dropped dead because she was overwhelmed by a lemon tart. Something was in what she ate."

Juniper's mouth went dry.

He stood, closing his notepad. "Until we know more, I need you to avoid serving food. Just for a day or two."

"She's not a criminal," Eddie said sharply.

"No," Thomas replied. "She's a potential source."

Juniper's stomach twisted.

Mister Nibbles yawned theatrically. "Told you not to enter," he said under his breath. "But no, you had to 'prove yourself.'"

"I'm not the one with claws in everything," she muttered.

He grinned without showing teeth.

-

Juniper returned home to her little cottage on Wren Lane, arms full of unsold buns and pride more bruised than a dropped apple.

The cottage smelled of dried lavender, cinnamon, and slight panic.

She dumped the tray onto the kitchen counter and stared at it.

What if there had been something in them?

She hadn't used anything dangerous, of course. But what if someone had tampered with them at the event? Or… had she grabbed the wrong jar? The rosemary looked a little different this time of year. Could it have been… something else?

No. She was careful. Always careful. Wasn't she?

Mister Nibbles padded in, jumped onto the counter (which was explicitly forbidden), and sniffed the buns.

"Smell fine," he declared.

"That's comforting," Juniper said. "You're a certified food inspector now?"

"I'm a cat. I know when something's off."

She leaned against the counter. "Thomas thinks I poisoned her."

"He suspects everyone."

"Do you?"

He looked up at her with wide green eyes.

"If I thought you did it, Junie," he said, "I'd already have knocked over something expensive."

She exhaled.

Outside, the wind picked up, rustling the lavender bushes. The sun had dipped below the trees, and dusk draped the village in a soft purple hush.

She wandered to the kitchen window, arms crossed. Her eyes drifted to the tin where she kept her herbs. Carefully labeled jars. Nothing suspicious.

Except…

She pulled one down.

The label read: Sweet Rosemary, but inside was a blend she didn't recognize.

It looked like rosemary, but finer. Lighter.

And it smelled faintly… wrong. Not bad. Just… not right.

Mister Nibbles raised his head.

"That's not yours," he said.

Her heart thudded.

She checked the seal. It had been broken and re-waxed. Sloppy work. Not hers.

"Someone switched it," she whispered.

He nodded once, tail flicking.

"But why?"

She turned back to the window, trying to trace back every moment at the bake off. Who had been near her table? Who had touched her things?

She couldn't remember. She'd been too busy glaring at Clarissa.

The card.

She gasped, spinning around and grabbing her handbag.

Inside, tucked into the side pocket, was the entry card she'd found under Clarissa's meringue earlier. The one with her name scrawled on the back.

She pulled it out, heart hammering.

Juniper. It wasn't you. But they'll think it was.

Her blood ran cold.

She stared at the handwriting-shaky, rushed-and just below the message, a small purple smudge.

Lavender ink.

Only one person in Blackberry Hollow used lavender ink.

And that person was currently very, very dead.




Chapter 3 - The Cat That Didn't Blink

Juniper didn't sleep that night.

Not because of guilt-though that lingered at the edge of her thoughts like steam curling over a teacup-but because the jar of tampered herbs sat on her kitchen counter like it might come alive and confess.

The message scrawled on the back of Clarissa's entry card was now folded inside her notebook. She'd read it six times. The words didn't change:

Juniper. It wasn't you. But they'll think it was.

And then the lavender ink.

Clarissa had used it for everything-from grocery lists to nasty notes on the community board. It was her thing. That particular shade, soft and old-fashioned, like she wanted to remind everyone that even her complaints were elegant.

So had she written the note? If so, when?

And why leave it for Juniper to find under her own pie?

Morning came slowly, with a chilly breeze and the scent of damp grass sneaking through the window.

Juniper lit a candle on the table, the kind scented with sage and lemon balm, hoping it would ground her nerves. It didn't. She made tea. It didn't help either.

Mister Nibbles sat on the windowsill, unmoving, his gaze fixed on something outside. He hadn't blinked in over three minutes.

"You're starting to creep me out," Juniper said softly, wrapping her fingers around the warm mug.

"Something's not right," he replied without turning.

"Define not right. We've had a public death, possible poisoning, someone tampered with my herbs, and I may or may not have been ghost-written a warning note by a murder victim. Be specific."

He blinked once-slowly, deliberately-then looked at her.

"There's something in the air. I smell rosemary, but it's not real."

Juniper set the mug down.

"Ghosts don't smell like herbs," she said.

"You'd be surprised," he murmured. "Some carry traces of whatever they clung to most in life. Perfume. Dust. Guilt."

Juniper crossed the kitchen to peer out the window beside him. The village lay still, rooftops dewy, chimney smoke rising from the bakery across the lane.

"Do you think she's really… here?"

"I think part of her might be."

"You mean her ghost?"

He didn't answer, but his tail flicked once.

Juniper sighed and grabbed her cardigan. Whether or not Clarissa's spirit was floating around Blackberry Hollow, someone alive had messed with her ingredients. That was a far more practical mystery to solve.

And Juniper liked practical.

The Hollow Apothecary was still closed when she unlocked the door, but she wanted a head start. Rows of dried herbs hung from the beams, and the smell-lavender, sage, lemon verbena-was comforting in its familiarity.

She set her bag down behind the counter and reached for the shelf where she kept her culinary jars, arranged by use: savory, sweet, calming, spicy. The rosemary was missing. The real one.

She swore under her breath. She hadn't imagined it. Someone had taken her rosemary and swapped it with whatever that fake batch was.

And if Clarissa had eaten something spiced with that fake rosemary…

Juniper grabbed her notebook and began to sketch a list. People who'd been near her table. People who might want Clarissa gone.

Agnes Bell. They'd argued last month over shelf space at the market.

Lily Thorn. Clarissa's assistant, quiet but observant, maybe too observant.

Norman Dale. The husband. Always lurking.

And then there was Miles Fenwick. The retired baker. He'd spoken fondly of Clarissa but had a strange glint in his eye when he said she reminded him of "someone who ruined everything once."

Juniper underlined all their names.

She'd need to talk to them-carefully.

The shop bell jingled.

She looked up, surprised.

Eddie Penrose stepped inside, holding a newspaper in one hand and a paper bag in the other.

"Morning, darling. You look like you slept inside a teapot."

"Thanks," Juniper muttered. "You're early."

"Couldn't sleep. Thought I'd bring you something."

She handed over the bag, which contained a cheese scone and a small envelope.

"What's this?" Juniper asked.

"Letter showed up at my door this morning. No stamp. Just had your name on it."

Juniper frowned and opened it.

Inside was a short message on lined paper:

You were right about the herbs. Someone wanted her dead. Stay out of it, Juniper.

There was no signature.

No handwriting she recognized.

But the paper smelled faintly of bergamot.

The same tea Clarissa always drank.

She looked up slowly, meeting Eddie's eyes.

"What's the matter?" the older woman asked.

Juniper didn't answer.

From the windowsill, Mister Nibbles didn't move.

He just stared and stared-like he saw something that wasn't there.

Something she couldn't see yet.




Chapter 4 - A Ghost's Whisper in the Garden

Juniper didn't usually talk to the dead before breakfast, but that morning felt like an exception.

The village was quieter than usual-too quiet, like it had collectively taken a breath and forgotten to let it out. Even the birds seemed hesitant to chirp. Juniper had skipped tea, skipped toast, and marched straight into her back garden, still barefoot, her robe flapping like a flag of mild desperation.

"Clarissa Dale," she called softly, "if you're hovering somewhere between here and the afterlife, now would be a great time to stop being cryptic."

Nothing.

Just the rustle of rosemary and the low hum of bees flirting with her lavender bushes.

Juniper let out a sigh and plopped onto the garden bench beneath the old pear tree. It was still too early for customers at the apothecary, and even Mister Nibbles hadn't bothered following her out. He preferred indoor hauntings anyway.

She closed her eyes and let the scent of herbs wash over her. It was calming, grounding. Or it should have been.

Instead, she felt… watched.

Not in a paranoid way. More like someone wanted to say something and didn't quite know how to start.

"Clarissa," she tried again, softer this time, "I don't know if you can hear me. But I found the note. And I'm not the only one who knows something's off. Someone left me a warning."

A breeze brushed past her cheek-not cold, not warm, but strange. Like a breath that didn't belong to the wind.

She opened her eyes.

The rosemary bush-her real one, not the tampered jar-was trembling ever so slightly. But nothing else in the garden moved.

Juniper stood and walked over to it, crouching down to inspect the base. The soil was loose, disturbed. Not dug up like an animal would, but more like something had been placed and then carefully covered.

She brushed the dirt away with her fingers.

A small glass vial emerged.

Corked.

Labeled in Clarissa's handwriting: Verbena + Sweet Basil: Protection

Juniper stared at it.

It wasn't one of hers. She didn't sell combinations like this. And if it had been Clarissa's… why bury it in her garden?

Behind her, the gate creaked open.

She turned quickly-too quickly-and nearly fell backward into the mint bed.

Eddie Penrose stood there, wearing gardening gloves and carrying a trowel that looked far more threatening than usual.

"Dear heavens," Eddie said, raising an eyebrow. "Did I catch you mid-ritual or just regular garden snooping?"

Juniper straightened, wiping dirt off her hands.

"Neither. Just found something odd."

Eddie walked closer, peering at the tiny bottle in Juniper's hand.

"Is that one of your witchy concoctions?"

Juniper smirked. "You're the one who calls me that, not me."

"Well, we all need hobbies. Mine's jam. Yours is meddling with herbs and dead women's secrets."

Juniper pocketed the vial.

"You didn't come here to gossip, did you?"

Eddie lowered herself onto the bench with a grunt. "I came to warn you."

Juniper folded her arms. "Again?"

"This time it's not anonymous. Thomas Reed came to see me this morning."

The mention of the young constable made Juniper's stomach tighten.

"He asked questions," Eddie continued. "About Clarissa's enemies. Her friends. Her shopping habits. And about you."

"Me?"

"You argued with her last week. In public. At the bakery."

Juniper flushed. "She insulted my entire shelf of preserves."

Eddie waved a hand. "Doesn't matter. What matters is that you were near her table when she collapsed. You touched the plate. And you have herbs missing from your shop."

Juniper's jaw tensed.

"He doesn't think I did it."

Eddie shrugged. "He didn't say that. But he's looking."

Juniper turned toward the rosemary bush again.

"I think someone planted this vial here," she said. "Clarissa maybe. Or someone else. But I don't think it's random."

Eddie nodded slowly, her expression unusually serious.

"Then we need to figure out what it means."

"We?"

"Please, darling. You think I'm going to miss a good village mystery?" She stood, brushed off her coat, and added, "Besides, you're going to need backup when you visit Norman Dale."

Juniper blinked. "Clarissa's husband? Why him?"

"He's having a bonfire this evening. Quiet one. Said he's burning Clarissa's old recipe books."

"What? Already?"

"Exactly."

Later that day, Juniper stood at the edge of the Dale property with Eddie beside her and Mister Nibbles curled in her satchel, vibrating with distaste.

The garden was mostly lawn, bordered by tall hedges, and at the center: a fire pit, crackling gently under the pale light of dusk.

Norman Dale stood beside it, throwing pages into the flames one slow handful at a time.

"Evening," he said without looking up. "Didn't expect company."

"We're not staying," Juniper said, "just… curious. About what you're burning."

Norman smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes.

"She hated clutter," he said. "Thought she'd appreciate me clearing it out."

"She wasn't clutter," Juniper replied.

He didn't answer.

Then Mister Nibbles let out a low, strange growl.

Not a hiss. Not his usual sarcastic commentary.

Something deeper. Older.

Norman glanced down, startled. His hand froze above the flames.

Juniper noticed something tucked beneath his arm-something black, thin, and very clearly not one of Clarissa's cookbooks.

She stepped forward.

"Is that a journal?"

He stepped back.

The wind shifted. The flames flared, unnatural and sudden.

And somewhere, from the hedges, a whisper snaked through the air.

One word. Soft. Almost inaudible.

"Juniper…"




Chapter 5 - The Journal That Shouldn't Burn

The fire should have consumed it.

Juniper stood frozen, eyes locked on the black notebook Norman Dale had just tossed into the flames. She saw it catch-clearly-and yet… it didn't curl, didn't blacken, didn't even smoke.

It sat there in the heart of the fire like it didn't belong to this world at all.

"What in the-" Eddie Penrose stepped closer but stopped short. "Is it me, or is that notebook… not burning?"

Juniper didn't answer. She was already moving, skirts swishing, heat prickling her skin as she leaned forward and, without thinking, reached into the fire.

"Juniper!" Eddie shrieked, grabbing her arm.

But it was too late.

Her fingers closed around the spine of the notebook.

No pain.

No heat.

Just a tingling sensation-like the buzz after touching something charged with static.

She pulled the book free, blinking in disbelief as the flames parted around her like a curtain. The fire crackled on, untouched, unbothered, as if she hadn't just reached inside it.

Norman took a step back, visibly pale.

"That's… that's not possible."

Juniper turned to him, her voice low.

"Whose journal is this?"

Norman opened his mouth, but nothing came out. His gaze flicked to the book, then to Juniper, then back to the fire.

"It's not hers," he finally said. "It's… mine."

Juniper studied him carefully.

"You were burning your own notebook?"

"It had nothing to do with Clarissa."

"Then why were you hiding it under her recipe books?"

He didn't answer. Instead, he muttered something under his breath and turned away, heading for the house with stiff, angry strides.

Eddie exhaled a long breath. "Well, he's guilty of something."

Juniper nodded but said nothing. She was too busy staring at the cover of the notebook in her hand.

It was black leather, worn and scratched, no title or initials. The clasp was broken, as if it had been forced open more than once. She felt an odd warmth coming from it-faint, almost like it had been resting in the sun too long.

But not burnt.

Not even singed.

Eddie peered over her shoulder. "You're not going to open it now, are you?"

Juniper's lips twitched. "Of course I am."

They took it back to the apothecary. Juniper didn't trust Norman, and she definitely didn't trust whatever might be in the pages of a fireproof journal found next to a bonfire of destroyed evidence.

The bell over the shop door tinkled gently as they entered. Mister Nibbles, who had refused to leave her side since the garden incident, leapt onto the counter and stared at the book like it had personally offended him.

"I don't like it," he said.

"You don't like most things," Juniper replied.

"This one's different. This one smells like old secrets and wormwood."

She raised an eyebrow. "You can smell secrets now?"

"I'm a cat," he said smugly. "We smell everything."

Eddie rolled her eyes and sank into the armchair by the window. "Well, go on then. Let's see what Norman Dale didn't want anyone to find."

Juniper undid the broken clasp and opened the cover.

The pages were covered in neat, spidery handwriting. She skimmed the first few entries, frowning as she read.

July 3rd - She's changed. Not just moody-something's wrong. The mirror caught her whispering to herself again. I pretended not to notice.

July 12th - The herbs keep disappearing. Basil, mugwort, valerian. She won't tell me what they're for.

August 1st - I found her in the garden under the full moon. She was chanting something. The cat was with her. The black one. I think he knows.

Juniper blinked.

"Mister Nibbles?" she said slowly.

The cat blinked. "Oh no."

Eddie sat up straighter. "He thinks you're a familiar."

Mister Nibbles scoffed. "I am not a familiar. I'm freelance."

Juniper bit back a laugh. But the amusement faded quickly as she turned more pages. The entries became darker, more frantic.

August 17th - I followed her to the woods. She's making something. A charm? A potion? I don't know. But she said she was protecting the village.

August 29th - She said someone is coming. Someone who doesn't belong here. She wouldn't say who. Just that they'd already arrived.

Juniper looked up.

"That's two days before she died."

Eddie nodded grimly.

"Someone who doesn't belong here," Juniper repeated. "What does that mean?"

Mister Nibbles tilted his head. "Could be anyone. A newcomer. A visitor. A pretender."

"A killer," Juniper added softly.

She turned one more page.

And stopped.

There, tucked inside, was a pressed sprig of rosemary.

Exactly like the one she'd found buried in her garden.

But underneath it, a single name was written in Clarissa's hand.

Juniper's heart skipped.

Because it wasn't Norman's name.

It was hers.




Chapter 6 - The Woman in the Mirror

Juniper stared at the name written on the page as if it might change.

But it didn't.

There it was, in Clarissa's unmistakable handwriting-curled and elegant like old vines:

Juniper Wildthorn

It wasn't a list. There were no other names above or below. Just hers. Centered on the page like a curse or a confession.

"I didn't do anything to her," Juniper whispered, more to herself than to Eddie or Mister Nibbles.

"I believe you," Eddie said calmly. "But the question is-did she?"

Mister Nibbles flicked his tail. "I don't think this is about poison anymore."

Juniper gently closed the notebook. It felt heavier now, as if the weight of her name had somehow made it real.

"She said someone had already arrived," she murmured. "Someone who didn't belong."

Eddie stood up and stretched. "We need more tea for this."

"Actually," Juniper said, voice distant, "I think I need to be alone for a bit."

Eddie gave her a long look, then nodded.

"I'll be at the bake off committee meeting," she said. "Where small-minded people eat too many scones and pretend they have power."

Juniper smiled faintly. "Good luck."

"I'll need it."

As the door shut behind her, Juniper let the silence settle around her like a shawl. The air inside the apothecary was warm, faintly scented with elderflower and lemon balm. Familiar. Safe.

But that sense of safety cracked when she caught her own reflection in the front window.

Not because it looked odd.

Because it didn't.

She stepped closer. The glass was old, slightly wavy-never quite reliable. But her reflection matched her perfectly.

Except…

The eyes.

Her reflection blinked just a second too late.

Juniper froze.

She leaned in slowly, watching herself.

Or… almost herself.

The woman in the glass tilted her head, just as Juniper did. But the expression was different. Curious. Almost amused.

And then she smiled.

Juniper did not.

She gasped and stumbled back.

The reflection vanished instantly, leaving only her real image staring back-wide-eyed, pale, and very, very awake.

"What in the world…"

Mister Nibbles yawned from the counter. "Finally noticed, did you?"

Juniper turned sharply. "You've seen that?"

"Only in old mirrors. Windows. Anything reflective with a bit of memory left in it."

"Memory?"

He stretched, lazily licking a paw. "Some glass remembers. Some doesn't. Depends on where it's been."

Juniper didn't know whether to be fascinated or terrified.

"Who is she?"

The cat blinked at her. "Not you."

"That's not helpful."

"I'm not here to be helpful. I'm here for the snacks."

Juniper sat down hard on the nearest chair.

Clarissa had named her in a hidden journal.

Norman had tried to burn that journal.

And now, something-or someone-was mimicking her from behind the glass.

She stood suddenly and went upstairs to her room. There was one mirror up there she'd always hated: oval-shaped, framed in dark walnut, and older than the house itself. It had belonged to her grandmother, and she kept it mostly covered with a silk scarf.

Today, she pulled the scarf away.

The surface shimmered slightly in the light.

And for a long moment, there was nothing.

Just her.

Tired. Curious. Determined.

Then, just as she was about to turn away…

The woman in the mirror moved.

Not a flinch. Not a blink.

She moved.

Took a step forward.

And whispered.

Juniper leaned in, heart pounding.

"What did you say?"

The woman whispered again. Louder this time.

"Not yet."

Juniper's breath caught.

"Not yet what?"

The woman raised one hand-palm open-and pressed it against the inside of the glass. Juniper's hand moved toward it almost involuntarily, fingertips hovering a breath away.

The surface turned cold.

And then-

Crack.

A single, jagged line split the mirror down the middle. The woman's face fractured with it, her expression still calm, still watching.

Juniper stumbled back.

The room was silent again.

But in the center of the cracked mirror, right where the woman had been, one word was etched in fog:

"Danger."




Chapter 7 - A Recipe for the Dead

There was something unsettling about finding a cake recipe written in blood.

Juniper wasn't entirely sure it was blood. But the color was too dark for raspberry ink, and too clotted to be beet juice. She stared at the margin of the page, where someone-Clarissa, perhaps-had scrawled a note beside a gingerbread recipe:

"Only bake on full moon. Do not substitute mugwort."

"Makes you wonder what happens if you use oregano instead," Eddie said behind her.

Juniper jumped. "Don't sneak up on me like that!"

"You left the door wide open. I thought you'd been murdered with a spatula."

Juniper rolled her eyes and turned the page.

Clarissa's recipe journal had reappeared under a loose floorboard in the apothecary kitchen that morning. Mister Nibbles had yowled until Juniper followed him to the exact spot. She hadn't even known the board was hollow underneath.

But Clarissa clearly had.

The book was thick, worn, and filled with beautiful handwriting. Some pages were stained with tea, others smudged with flour. But as Juniper read through it, the lines between culinary craft and something older-something magical-began to blur.

There were recipes for scones, yes. But also incantations woven between cake ingredients. Symbols disguised as flourishes. And warnings. Always, always the warnings.

"She was a witch," Juniper whispered, more to herself than anyone else.

Mister Nibbles stretched on the windowsill. "She was a baker."

Eddie raised an eyebrow. "Can't she be both?"

Juniper looked up. "If these recipes are what I think they are, she wasn't just baking for flavor. She was… protecting something."

"From what?"

Juniper tapped the margin of the page.

The words had begun to fade.

Not in the way ink fades with age-but like they were being erased now.

Right in front of her.

Eddie leaned closer. "That's not normal."

"No kidding."

They watched as the words bled into nothing. Only the title of the recipe remained: The Binding Loaf.

Juniper flipped forward. More notes. More symbols. One recipe had been circled several times in angry loops:

Lemon Lavender Memory Cake

She read the ingredients aloud, noting the usuals-flour, sugar, butter-and then the odd additions: dried lavender, a drop of vervain oil, powdered eggshell.

Instructions: Serve only to those who need to forget. Will last 3-5 hours depending on dosage.

Juniper frowned. "This isn't cooking. This is spellwork disguised as baking."

Eddie looked slightly pale. "You think Clarissa used these on people in the village?"

"Not unless she had to. These are subtle. Hidden. Meant to guide, not control."

"And if someone used them the wrong way?"

Juniper didn't answer.

The bell over the door rang.

A thin woman in a mint green dress peeked inside. "Juniper? Sorry to barge in, dear, but we're still short one judge for the semifinals tomorrow. Could we trouble you?"

Juniper forced a smile. "Of course, Mrs. Moffat. I'll be there."

"Lovely!" The woman beamed. "And don't forget-the theme is 'recipes from the past.' Something nostalgic, you know?"

As the door closed again, Juniper turned back to the book.

Recipes from the past. That's all well and good… unless the past is cursed.

That night, she couldn't sleep.

The cracked mirror in her room was now draped again, but she could feel the woman behind the glass. Still there. Still watching.

She padded down to the kitchen in her robe and lit a single candle.

Clarissa's book was waiting on the table.

Juniper opened it.

There was a new note at the end. It hadn't been there before.

He tasted the pie. He shouldn't have. Now he sees things he can't unsee.

If it happens again, bury the rest. Under rosemary. Under salt.

Never serve the dead twice.

Juniper's blood ran cold.

She turned the page-and found an old photograph tucked inside. Faded, sepia-toned, but unmistakable.

A young Clarissa… holding a pie.

And behind her, half-shrouded in shadow, was the mirror.

Even in the old photo, the glass shimmered.

And someone was inside it.

Someone who shouldn't be there.




Chapter 8 - The Bake That Broke the Spell

Juniper hadn't meant to enter the Bake Off.

She was supposed to judge, not compete. But when one of the contestants fainted mid-pastry-too much elderflower wine at brunch, apparently-the committee had scrambled for a replacement.

And somehow, all eyes had turned to her.

"Oh, she bakes! She owns the apothecary, remember? She knows herbs!"

"She's not a professional, is she?"

"That's the spirit of the bake off! Local and rustic!"

Before she could protest, someone had handed her an apron and a theme: Recipes from the past.

Juniper had no idea what to bake.

Until she remembered Clarissa's Binding Loaf.

She'd read the recipe at least five times, trying to decipher the odd phrasing and strange timing. It wasn't complicated, exactly-just… specific.

The loaf had to rise twice, each time facing east. It required a mix of cinnamon, rosemary, and crushed fennel seeds. And the top had to be scored with a spiral before baking.

No substitutes. No shortcuts.

And, according to the margins, it must never be shared with someone who had taken a life.

Juniper didn't plan on serving anyone.

She just wanted to see what would happen if she made it.

The community center's kitchen was bustling with noise and clatter. Pans clanged, flour floated through the air like fairy dust, and the smell of sugar and spice wrapped around the contestants like a warm hug.

Juniper stood at her assigned station, measuring carefully, heart beating like a drum under her apron.

Mister Nibbles was lounging on a shelf above the spice rack, tail flicking.

"This is a terrible idea," he muttered.

"You say that about everything."

"Because I'm usually right."

Eddie, clipboard in hand, wandered past and gave her a thumbs-up. "Remember-presentation is fifty percent."

Juniper grinned. "What about supernatural consequences?"

He pretended not to hear her.

She worked in silence, mixing ingredients with care. The dough came together beautifully-elastic, smooth, fragrant. She let it rise, facing east, as instructed. Then gently kneaded it again, shaped it, and scored the spiral on top.

There was something almost meditative about the process.

But the moment she slid the loaf into the oven… something shifted.

The room went oddly quiet.

The buzz of conversation dulled, as if someone had placed a cushion over the entire world. Even the clatter of dishes and utensils softened. And in that hush, Juniper felt something stir behind her eyes.

A memory?

No. Not hers.

Clarissa's.

A flash of firelight. The smell of rosemary smoke. A hand grasping hers-old, wrinkled, but strong.

"Never bake angry, darling. Dough remembers everything."

Juniper blinked.

The oven timer dinged.

She pulled the loaf out. It looked perfect-golden crust, spiraled top, the smell rich and warm with a hint of something wild.

People gathered around, sniffing and nodding approvingly.

"Juniper, this smells divine!"

"What is it?"

"Oh, she always had a touch of magic, that girl."

Juniper gave a tight smile. "It's an old recipe. From Clarissa's book."

Mrs. Moffat leaned in. "Clarissa was a strange one. Said her baking kept spirits away."

"I'm starting to believe her," Juniper murmured.

Mister Nibbles hissed quietly. "Don't let anyone eat that."

"I wasn't planning to."

But then someone did.

A tall, balding man in a green cardigan-Hugh Tinsley, the town's retired postmaster-walked by, talking to someone, reached out absently, and tore off a piece of crust.

Juniper opened her mouth to stop him-too late.

He popped the bite into his mouth, nodded thoughtfully… and stopped walking.
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