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  To my husband, an enigma of a man who loves me for more than I’m worth. And because he is both polished and rugged, he knows how to repair my light fixture, and he still pulls out my chair at the dinner table.







And to Gemma, whose main character energy was so strong, there was never a question as to what to name the main character of this series. I will miss you endlessly and will love you until the end of time. You truly were ‘Our Missing Puzzle Piece”.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




“I’m stuffed,” I said to Leo as we walked into the manor house after a very filling dinner at Russo’s Eatery. 

“Are you saying you regret the two large cannolis we ate?” He asks with a smirk, then peels off his jacket and hangs it on the coat rack.

I rest my hand on my overstuffed stomach and rub it as I smile. “Never.”

Leo laughed and pulled me in close. I looked up from our hug and rested my chin on his chest just in time for him to lean down and kiss me. We pulled apart breathless, and the smile on his face was wicked. He nodded toward the staircase in silent suggestion, and I couldn’t contain the girlish giggle that bubbled up. I grabbed his hand we all but raced up the staircase.

“Oh Gemma, you’re home, how was your evening?” Anne’s voice calls out as we are midway up the steps. 

I can feel my eyes roll back into my head before I can adequately feel the frustration. I curse to myself, live-in ghost house guests are the epitome of a cold shower. Particularly when your date has no idea they exist, leaving you little way to explain your immediate mood switch.

Leo and I have been officially dating for six months, following my move and subsequent introduction to my new semi-transparent doppelganger roommate. So far, I had managed to keep the whole I’m-a-witch-who-sees-ghosts thing under wraps. I didn’t like lying to him, but how do I tell someone something like that? 

My best friend Ruby knew, but those were some seriously extenuating circumstances. 

Almost a year ago, after I inherited the ancestral manor house on the forest enclosed ten acres, my ghost-pug Luna and I moved to Willow’s Hollow. It was then that I discovered I was not only able to see and talk to ghosts, but I was also a witch. Oh, and I was also a descendant of the founding family, the Willows. Thus, the home I now inhabit and its colloquial name, Willow’s Hollow Manor.

That was when I met Ruby, who then got caught in the middle of a grudge match that a centuries-old soul-eater had against my family. I also met my boyfriend Leo, who owns Leo’s Lunchtime Lair, which is situated just down the street from Ruby’s coffee shop, where I rent the storefront next to her with my candle shop, Luna’s Scents. On paper, it sounded perfect. New town, new home, friends, a budding business, and a love interest. What more could a girl ask for?

And truthfully, life had been kind of idyllic since banishing the soul-eater Morgen, and I was soaking up every monster-free minute of it. While I still resided with my ghost-pug Luna and great-great-grandmother ghost Anne, whom I wouldn’t trade for anything in the world. But at this particular moment, I wouldn’t be terribly sad if I had a guest house for said ghosts to haunt, er, use. 

If my eyes could have been daggers, Anne would be, well, she’s already a ghost. Lucky her. I stare her down and give my head a nod to Leo behind me, then harden my stare at her even more. The two of us have had this conversation, and I thought we came to an understanding that there were going to be times when I needed privacy, and this was a perfect example of one of them. 

Anne’s eyes flicked to Leo behind me and then back to mine before they flashed with recognition. “Oh, I didn’t hear him come in with you.” She said as she looked sheepishly at me, “Tell Leo I say hello,” she laughed, and waggled her fingers in his direction.

I roll my eyes as I continue to ascend the staircase with Leo following, his hands now clasped on my hips. A series of shivers ran down my spine, and I took the steps faster. 

“I’ll take Luna for a stroll, see you later,” and Anne popped out of sight with a wink. 

I exhaled with relief, and as soon as we reached the bedroom door, Leo pulled me into another deep embrace and kissed me again. I relaxed into his arms, and we disappeared behind the bedroom door.

* * *




“Good morning, Anne,” I said when I walked into the kitchen to find she already had the coffee maker brewing. “Oh, thank you,” I smiled as I grabbed a coffee cup and the creamer from the refrigerator. 

“Good morning, dear. Will Leo be joining us?” Anne said with a mischievous wink again. 

“No, he will not, Anne, he left already, he had to open the diner this morning,” I said, as the heat spread across my cheeks. “Where is Luna?” 

“Oh, she is in the garden having breakfast,” Anne said, waving towards the back door.

Luna had taken to a morning ritual of ‘breakfast’ in the garden, which consisted of sniffing the berry bushes and anything else she fancied. I had even planted some strawberries in the botanical room so she had something to sniff all winter. 

“Good morning!” Luna’s voice echoed as she floated in through the glass door. 

“Good morning, Luna girl,” I said brightly as my ghost-pug floated up next to me. I reached out and gave her ears a little scratch. 

Among all the chaos last year, the wildest thing might have been unlocking my family’s powers. With that, I had gained a new ability that neither Anne nor I had exactly figured out yet. Luna was still a ghost, and just like any other non-corporeal spirit, I had been unable to make physical contact with her. Which was pretty on brand with all my other ghostly encounters, but something changed last year when I gained the ability to touch her. Luna was still very much a ghost and did ghostly things like float through doors and walls and pop in and out of existence, and I was still very much alive. But something had shifted; she was still the only ghost I could physically interact with. Anne thinks it’s because Luna is technically my familiar, but she passed, and that is also why Anne thinks she is back here with me. Animal ghosts are not common, even in the witch world, much less ones that can speak. 

The other ghosts could communicate with Luna, but I was the only living person who could speak with her, well, besides Ruby. She has been working on developing her newly discovered and long-dormant powers of mind-reading and was also gaining the ability to see spirits. In honing this skill and becoming so acquainted with Luna, she was able to see and hear her much more clearly and frequently. 

“Is Leo still here?” Luna asked as she looked around the kitchen with her ears perked up. No doubt hoping he was here and cooking.  

“No, he left for work already,” I said before I lifted my coffee cup for the first sweet sip of morning elixir. Anyone who could function without coffee first thing in the morning must be a superhero because even witchcraft can’t top the spell that a breakfast roast can cast. 

“Are we going to see him for breakfast?” she asked, tail wagging, no doubt looking for a second round of sniffing. 

“Not today,” I smiled, “Just a quick trip into Ruby’s for a second coffee and maybe a muffin,” breakfast of champions. 

Her ears dropped slightly at the thought of missing out on the chance to check out all the patrons’ breakfasts. 

“You’ll still be able to sniff all the pastries at Ruby’s,” I said, and then finished off my coffee and rinsed out the cup. 

Her tail wagged, and she barked. 

“Alright, I’m going to go get ready for work. We’ll leave in twenty minutes,” I called as I ascended the steps. 

Leo had been spending a couple of nights here a week for the past couple of months. It was still relatively new, but it all felt so natural to have him here. If it were the weekend, he would beat me waking up to make breakfast. I would come downstairs to find Luna dancing around him in pure delight as he made waffles, eggs, and bacon. He, of course, had no idea, but I would often find myself wishing he did on those days. 

I was also worried about the future of our relationship. We were adults and in our ‘marrying age’ years, and I would find myself daydreaming over the possibilities. But how could I consciously plan my forever with a man who didn’t know ‘what’ I was or all the spooky things about my life? 




After completing my morning routine, I was ready to start my day. Luna and I said our goodbyes to Anne and hopped in my SUV to head to town. It was early October, and the Fall season was reaching its peak. Even the willow trees were getting into the spirit. Once you stepped out the front door, you were greeted with shades of orange, gold, and red from the tree tops to the forest floor beneath. This was my second fall in town, but last year, with the excitement of the move and the pandemonium of everything else, I didn’t have a moment to take it in. I didn’t get the chance to settle in and enjoy things, and by the time the supernatural part of life calmed down, I was opening my shop while simultaneously letting things blossom with Leo, and trying to get a grip on my new powers. Now I was finally settling into a groove and determined to enjoy my favorite season. 

“Can we get a blueberry muffin?” Luna’s voice interrupted my daydreaming, and I looked over to see her sitting on the seat, staring at me with those big ‘I’m hungry eyes.’ 

“I suppose, but I’m going to have to go on a diet here soon, pug. All these muffins and weekend waffles are killing my clothing choices.” I smiled as I patted my stomach for emphasis. 

Despite being so well-fed since dating Leo, I had managed to only yo-yo ten pounds throughout the year, and honestly, I was perfectly content with that. But I was the kind of girl who could gain weight just lusting over a bag of chips or a cupcake. I couldn’t just let it all go out the window, but between being on my feet at the shop all day, and the literal miles I traversed over my property back and forth to the hollow and the manor, or gardening, it was helping to keep the muffins and gourmet dinners coming. But a girl can never be too careful, and I knew my luck for that would probably run out eventually. 

Leo, of course, still looked dashing, as always with those strong arms and a wide chest that just always cradled me so perfectly.  I had never seen him work out or even noticed that he owned more than a couple of pairs of gym shorts, which I swore he only wore around the house or when he was cutting the grass. I had no idea how he stayed fit, but he did, and I was only moderately jealous of it.  

I pulled up to the front of Willow’s Hollow Coffee Shop and parked the car. Luna floated out the passenger door and ahead of me. I hurried in after her, even though Ruby would be able to see or at least hear Luna, it didn’t mean she was often ready for it, especially when she wasn’t at the manor or in my shop, the places where she was mentally prepared for Luna to be. 

The last time Luna surprised her at the shop, Ruby had been mid-pour of a coffee and ended up getting jump scared and proceeded to throw the cup of coffee at Luna’s ghostly form. Of course, Luna was fine, but Ruby’s floor, not so much. 

I ripped the door open as quickly as I could and spoke in tandem with the tingling doorbells. “Morning, Ruby! We’re here.” The rest of my sentence was cut off when I saw Ruby wiping up a glob of whipped cream off the counter, and Luna was pace-floating next to her, telling her she was sorry. I rubbed my hand down my face. Oh, brother. 

Ruby looked up at me and smiled, “I got the memo,” she said. There was zero malice or frustration in her words, and I was just thankful it appeared to be only a glob of topping and not a whole cup of coffee this time. 

“Tell me that was the only casualty,” I said as I pointed to the spot she was now sanitizing.

“It was, I’m getting better at expecting the unexpected.” She smiled and winked at Luna. 

“I forgot to say ‘hi’ before I got up to the counter,” Luna said, her ears and tail dropping down in that ‘oops’ fashion. 

“It’s okay, little pug, go cheer yourself up, there is a rack of blueberry muffins cooling in the back,” Ruby said as she nodded her head toward the kitchen. 

Ruby’s ability to ‘hear’ Luna was through her thoughts, which she explained to me was basically like listening to a ham radio; the station was sometimes fuzzy and didn’t always come in the clearest, but she could usually get enough to hold a conversation.

Anne had concluded that Ruby was a descendant of a witch she knew in her time, who was extremely skilled in divination and mind magic. The long-dormant magic was not tucked away as ours had been when Anne hid it for her family’s safety, but rather unpracticed for generations. Ruby’s lessons with my great-great-grandmother had been proving rather helpful. 

That was all it took, without a word, Luna’s ears were to the sky, and her tail was flopping back and forth so hard the coil was unfurrowing, then she was off like a rocket. 

“You’re too good to her after all the mess she creates for you.” I smiled and pulled a five-dollar bill out of my pocket to tuck into her tip jar. I had gotten into a habit of keeping cash on me in fives and tens, solely to tuck them into her tip jar every time Luna happened. 

“Take that back,” She chastised me while she put the towel away.

“Nope,” I smiled, “I also need a coffee and a blueberry muffin.” 

“No breakfast with lover-boy?” She smirked while she grabbed a large coffee cup and started pumping syrups into it.” 

I felt a natural blush creeping across my cheeks and tried not to grin, “Not today, I’m already behind.” 

“Late night?” Ruby winked as she poured the cold brew over ice.

I feigned annoyance and rolled my eyes, “None of your business.” I squeaked out. 

“Uh-huh,” she said, eyes never leaving mine. 

Luna floated out of the back with a look of daze and joy after her large second breakfast of muffins. I smiled as she floated over lazily. 

“Are you ready to go?” I asked her.

She yawned, “Yes, but I think I’ll be back for an afternoon snack. So don’t get scared when I do Ruby.” Luna declared. 

“Yes, ma’am, I’ll be ready and waiting,” Ruby said with a mock salute to her. She had spent too much time with Luna and Anne, and it was starting to show. 

I laughed and fished out my credit card while Ruby was ringing up my order. She used to fight me over paying regularly, but my stubbornness eventually won out. After all, what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t support my bestie’s business? 

“I’ll see you later, Ruby, thanks,” I said with a little wave of my fingers from the hand clutching the paper bag that was holding my muffin. 

“See you later, Gem,” Ruby said, and she gave a wordless bye to Luna since patrons were sitting at the tables around the space. 

I hopped back into my car and rounded the block. My shop was right next to Ruby’s, but I parked in the alley in the back. I wanted to leave the front spots open for patrons. My morning coffee parking job was purely for convenience; it was easier to park in front of the shop to go in for coffee at Ruby’s and then move my car instead of parking out back. The task of entering my building via my back door to go unlock my front door, to then go next door to hers, was simply a hassle. I typically arrived thirty minutes before opening, so I had time to get said coffee and set up the daily tasks for the day. On more than one occasion, someone has caught sight of me and would come in as soon as I stepped out and throw off my whole morning routine. It was better to be inconspicuous until I was ready to start my day. 

I pulled into the first spot in the alley, which was about fifty feet from my shop’s back door. Recycling pick up was tonight, which was overly apparent when you looked down the alleyway and all the back doors were obscured by stacks of broken-down boxes. I could only see the top half of my door as I headed for it. When I got past the cardboard stack and the rest of the door came into view, I stopped dead in my tracks. I gasped, then dropped my brand-new coffee and muffin. My voice caught in my throat for a second before a scream escaped my lungs. 

Lying on the ground at the back door entrance to my shop was the lifeless body of Sheriff Dawes. 








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Oh my-” my voice cut off, “is, is he?” I couldn’t even finish the thought and looked at Luna. 

Luna left my side and floated down to Sheriff Dawes. “I think so.” She paused and looked up at me. “I’ll go get Ruby,” she said and popped out of existence in front of me. 

My mind raced. What happened here? I couldn’t immediately see any blood or a weapon lying near him, but I was still about fifteen feet away from him, and I had no plans to get any closer. A realization hit me, and I swirled around quickly. Where was his ghost? Even if this wasn’t a bloody murder, Sheriff Dawes was only in his late fifties, hardly anywhere near the end of his life. His ghost, by all accounts, should be here. 

That was part of my abilities, and I guess my ‘duty’ as a witch. I was an usher to the next plane for lost souls. Usually, when someone passes, their soul moves on to whatever comes next, but there are times when the door doesn’t open, or they can’t find it. This typically happens when the person passes before their time, or violently. They have unfinished business, or sometimes they simply refuse to leave. Much like Anne, who denied herself the peace that would wait for her, to care for her family and our ancestral home for the rest of eternity. 

I spun in circles and whispered, calling out for the sheriff, and that’s when Ruby found me when she darted out of the shop. I’ve never been so happy that someone else could hear Luna before. 

“What the-“ Ruby cut herself off and swore loudly as she pressed her hand to her mouth and clutched at her stomach. “Oh my, are you okay, Gemma?” 

“I’m fine. We just found him like this. I don’t know what happened.” I spat out. 

Ruby pulled her phone from her apron and pressed the screen before lifting it to her ear. “Hello, yes, we have an emergency. We found the body of the sheriff behind our shops.” Ruby paused for responses on the other end of the line. 

Even though I could only hear her side of the conversation, I was pretty sure I could fill in the gaps. 

“Yes, we are here. No. No, he wasn’t. I’m not sure; a while, maybe. Sheriff Dawes. Yes, Willow’s Hollow.” She started to pace as she spoke. Her demeanor was a lot calmer than I would have expected. “Main street, yes, the coffee shop and the candle shop.” She rolled her eyes, glanced back down at the body, and winced. “Please hurry.” 

I continued to spin around in circles and looked up and down through the chain mesh fence at the back of the alleyway. Luna floated over and started her version of pacing, which was floating in circles and panting hard. 

I looked over at her. “Luna,” I said quietly, “Can you go see if you can find the sheriff’s ghost anywhere around here?” I raised my eyebrows at her, and she nodded back at me before zipping off.  I heard a barrage of sirens in the distance and met Ruby’s gaze as she hung up the phone. 

“I’ll go make us another coffee,” Ruby said as her eyes landed on the spilled one behind me. “We are going to need it.”

Two squad cars pulled into both sides of the back alley, presumably to prevent traffic in and out of the area. I turned to face the sounds of footsteps coming up behind me, only to find Deputy Brooks approaching me. 

Deputy Danny Brooks walked towards me with his towering stature and dark features. I had noticed he had been into Ruby’s coffee shop a little more often lately, and I wondered if things could have been sparking between the two again. Ruby said they had dated once upon a time, and I could see with absolute accuracy that he still held a torch for her. 

“Gemma,” Danny said as he tipped his hat in my direction. He closed the gap between us, and his gaze fell on Sheriff Dawes, his boss and mentor. He dropped the hat from his head and placed it over his chest. 

“Danny, er, Deputy Brooks,” I corrected myself, he was in uniform after all. 

His eyes were transfixed on the sheriff, and I thought I saw a lone tear blossom at his lash line. He sucked in a breath and looked back up to me. 

“Is this how you found him?” He asked. 

“Yes,” I paused, “I’m so sorry,” I said quickly. “I haven’t gotten any closer than this. I didn’t look to see what happened.” I frowned. It wasn’t my place to investigate, but it was hard to look at Deputy Brooks as an authority figure when he looked so dejected. 

“Hey, Danny,” Ruby said quietly, “I’m so sorry.” She dipped her head low and walked over to pull him into a light embrace. 

He gave her a light pat and stepped back, with a clipped ‘thank you’ which only slightly betrayed the wavering in his voice as he straightened to stand tall and took a deep breath. I saw Ruby’s brow wrinkle slightly before she composed herself and mimicked his ‘all business’ attitude. They were awkward, and I wondered just how close they had been growing recently. I’d pin that thought for another, hopefully less exciting day. 

“Okay, ladies, why don’t we get you inside the shop for some questions while we begin processing this scene?” Danny said as he ushered us past the sheriff’s body and to the back door. 

I averted my eyes from the body and focused solely on inserting the key into the door and getting into the safety of my building. Upon entering, I heard voices from the shop floor, and my eyes darted to the opening through the entryway. There, I could see Luna floating and engrossed in conversation with Alfred, the ghost who haunts my shop. 

Yes, I not only lived with ghosts but also worked with them. When Ruby let me into the space to show me around, I was immediately in love with it. It was a corner shop with full windows on the left-hand side that capped the corner and let in all the daylight I could desire. The right-hand side of the store had a long counter, which I used as part of my check-out counter and also as part candle-making space. I still prepared a lot of my stock in my studio at the Manor, but that was more for back stock and testing out new ideas when the mood struck. 

On the opposite side of the space was a whole wall of shelving that showcased the variety of candles we sold. Everything from vanilla to sage to strawberry cheesecake to roses and berries. We had multiple sizes, from sample pack wax melts and tealights to three-wick candles topped with colorful crystals. I was doing some expanding and setting up displays in the open space to offer larger crystals than the ones I used on the candles. And I had been in talks with Ruby about a DIY candle station along the back wall. We were also contemplating having a contractor come in and open the wall between the shops with a doorway so patrons could move between the coffee shop and the candle shop without going outside. While this was mostly a huge upside for Ruby and me, we also thought it could help us share customers and support each other’s business. In the interim, I had a small rack on the front counter that was stocked daily with pastries from her coffee shop, and she had a display with candles on hers. 

I slipped into the building without an officer in tow, but I knew someone would be knocking at the door soon. I only had a few moments to ask Alfred if he knew anything. When Ruby first showed me the shop, I had no idea it was inhabited by a ghost. Alfred did a great job of staying hidden for almost two months before I saw him. 

Alfred Boyer was in his forties and had been in residence at the space since he died in the 1930s. He was a private eye, and my shop used to be his office. He was working diligently on a case of a missing young woman who was thought to have been kidnapped, and sadly, Alfred was killed in the line of work. He was shot to death in his office when he got too close to solving the case. Due to his death, the woman was never reunited with her family. Alfred carried the scar of that lost case, and it was the reason he never passed on. 

It was a tragic tale, and I was thankful every day that the ghostly figures of the deceased were not marred or showed the lasting effects of their demise. Alfred was simply a well-dressed man with a tailored suit and spats. I had offered to move him on, but he kindly refused and told me that his lot in life now was to investigate and help as many people as he could, living and dead, to repay his debt. I had tried to reason with him to see that it didn’t have to be this way and that he could find peace, but he was stubborn. 

“Good morning, Miss Gemma. Rough start to the day, I see,” Alfred said in a reserved tone.

“Good morning, Alfred, and yes, it’s certainly not how I would want to start the day.” I sighed. “I don’t suppose you saw anything, did you?” I asked, a little too hopeful. As much as I would love for him to have all the answers concerning the Sheriff’s death, there was no way it would be helpful when he was a ghost. 

“No, I was just conversing with Luna,” Alfred said, shaking his head. “I had heard some commotion outside in the wee hours this morning, but when it stopped by the time I got around to checking it out. I assumed it was passersby, and I just went about my business. I’m afraid I was not alerted to the presence of his body until I saw Luna come into the coffee shop to alert Miss Ruby.” Alfred let out a resigned sigh. “Very poor observation skills on my behalf, I’m afraid I was absent-minded this morning. ‘Tis the anniversary of, well.” His voice trailed off as he nodded toward the area that was now a candle display table, but used to be the location of his desk.

“Ah,” I breathed, as it clicked into place. Today was the anniversary of the day the woman went missing. The beginning of the case that destroyed him. He took this date worse than his own death date. 

“That’s okay, Alfred. I just wanted to check.” I knew better than to poke at the topic and allowed him to move past the memory, as I knew he needed. “It looks like he could have possibly had a heart attack or something. I didn’t look closely, but I did not see any blood or anything that looked like an attack,” I said, as I glanced back at the alley door. “There will likely be an officer at any moment knocking on the door to come in and ask questions. Please make sure you guys behave; I can’t act suspicious and distracted while discussing a death on my literal doorstep with the police.” 

Alfred nodded and tipped his bowler cap. “You have nothing to worry about, Miss Gemma. Luna and I are on the case, and we will be canvassing the neighboring ghosts to see if we can discern anything.” He said. 

He and Luna had since become their own detective agency, and they would spend their days exploring the town and getting into mischief, as much mischief as a ghost could. I had sat Alfred down, so to speak, to bring him up to date on all that had happened with Morgen. I explained that while she was trapped, she was not the only one out there, and that he had to keep an eye on Luna at all times. He took his charge very seriously, and I felt comforted to know that he was with her when I wasn’t. They didn’t go out every day, but it could get boring at the shop for Luna on days there were too many customers and she couldn’t talk to me, so hanging out with him was fun for her and as long as she always knew to pop back to my side in case of an emergency and to be here to go home with me when the day was over, I would survive.  

A sharp knock at the back door caught my attention, and I glanced back at the door and then back to the two ghosts. 

“That will be the detective,” I said. Alfred nodded, and the two ghosts popped out of sight. I sighed and went to open the door to let the officer in. 

Upon opening the door, it was Deputy Brooks standing in the entryway, and the scene behind him looked to have quadrupled in size. There were at least three times as many cops and more EMT personnel and flashing lights as far as I could see.

My eyes opened wide at the sight before they settled back onto Danny, “Come on in, Danny, ah, I mean Deputy Brooks.” I said quickly. 

He stepped in the door and removed his hat, and we headed to the front counter, where I had a couple of barstools that remained there. 

“It’s OK, Gemma, you can call me Danny when we aren’t surrounded by other officers. I just don’t want to look unprofessional in front of them.” He smiled sheepishly. 

“Oh no, it’s okay, I just keep forgetting. It’s so natural to say Danny after hanging out with the gang,” I laughed, but I cut it off midway through and placed my hands in my lap. 

“Things have escalated out there, Gemma, and I need to ask you some questions.” His tone was more serious than I can recall ever hearing before.

I nodded. “What’s going on?” 

“It would appear as though Sheriff Dawes was murdered.” His voice was firm, like he had practiced it, but I could hear the slight lilt to his voice as he tried to remain even-toned.

I gasped, and my hand slapped over my mouth. “How?” I squeaked out between my fingers. 

He nodded and sighed, “Looks like a stab wound to the chest,” he said as he shook his head, still in disbelief. 

I blinked. “I didn’t even see any blood. How could he have?” I stuttered. 

“There is a grate over a drain just to the side of your door. He was lying mostly over it, and when we turned him over the rest of the way, his clothing was bloodied, and it had pooled down in the drain.” He swallowed, trying to grip onto his composure. “Well, let’s just say we found enough evidence, but the murder weapon is missing.” 

“Oh my-,” I stopped. “Who would want to kill the sheriff? He was always so nice to me. He used to stop in and buy one of my romance candles every week.” I smiled at the memory. He had been one of my most loyal customers, next to Ruby and Leo, of course. 

Danny smiled, and then a puzzled expression crossed his face. “Romance? Who was he buying that for?” He asked like he expected me to answer. 

“I assumed his wife or girlfriend?” I said. “I didn’t exactly ask,” I laughed lightly, and when I realized Danny wasn’t joining in, I stopped. “What’s wrong?” 

Danny’s gaze was distant, and he took a second to refocus on me. “Oh, uh, nothing, I guess. It’s just that he was divorced, and he didn’t have a girlfriend, at least not one I knew of. I mean, we spent a lot of time together, he was more than a mentor to me, I would have thought he would have told me he was seeing someone, that’s all.” Danny looked deflated.

I realized that I was unaware of just how close he and Sheriff Dawes must have been. My heart went out to him. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, I just assumed,” I said nervously. 

“Oh no, it’s alright,” he shook his head and adjusted the notebook in his hand. “What time did you arrive here this morning?” 

And back to the business he went. 

“Um, let’s see, I stopped into Ruby’s first for coffee, then I drove around back and parked and walked over, and then I screamed, and Ruby came out back, and then she called the police. It couldn’t have been more than five or so minutes from when I found him until you got the phone call.” I said as I recounted my morning. 

“We got the call at ten forty-seven,” he checked his notes. 

“Oh, hang on,” I said as I grappled around in my pockets to produce the receipt from next door. “Here is my receipt from Ruby’s, ten-thirty-nine. So yeah, that sounds about right.” I said, and I handed the receipt to him.

“Can I hang on to this, Gemma?” Danny asked.

“Yeah, sure.” I adjusted myself on the seat when we heard a knock on the front door of the building. Looking up, I saw Ruby standing on the other side of the door, two coffee cups in hand. I walked through the dimly lit sales floor, the only light being what was coming in through the windows, which was plenty, but the space was missing my faux candelabras glowing along the wall and the light that bounced off the mirrors and picture frame glass that were dotted around the space. 

I unlocked the door and let Ruby in. 

“Hey, Ruby,” I said as she handed me one of the cups.

“Chocolate raspberry iced latte,” She said, as she smiled and released the cup to me. 

“You are a goddess,” I said with a smile and then closed and locked the door behind her. 

We walked back to the front counter and joined Danny. Ruby smiled at him and placed the second cup in front of him. 

“Dark roast, black,” she said as she shook her head. “If I didn’t know you any better, I would think you were a demon.” 

“Darker the better,” and he winked at her and tipped his head in thanks, and took a sip of the hot beverage.

“So what happened?” Ruby asked, leaning against the counter now. 

Danny sighed and repeated the same information to Ruby that he had given me. Ruby’s jaw dropped, and she cupped her hand to her mouth. 

“Oh my, that’s awful,” she whispered. “Oh, Danny, I’m so sorry. I know how much he meant to you.” She said as she reached for his hand and held it silently for a moment. 

He allowed the affection for a moment before shaking off his dismay and getting back to business. “Gemma gave me a receipt that points to the time between her stopping at your shop and when you called the police, so that all tracks. Ruby, what time did you get to work this morning?” He asked her.

“I clocked myself in at seven-twenty. I was probably in the door for twenty minutes or so before that. Clocking in is a new thing for me; I didn’t normally do it before, but I’m trying to audit my time before I decide if I should hire more help. It’s a whole ordeal.” She muttered and looked at me with a half-lit smile. 

“Did you enter the back of the building? Did you see anything suspicious?” He asked her as he jotted down some notes. 

“I did use the back entrance. I’m parked directly behind my shop, and I drove past Gemma’s, of course, since it’s one-way, and no, he wasn’t there, and I don’t recall seeing anything,” she said. 

“How can you be sure he wasn’t there when you got here?” He asked and jotted more notes. 

“There are security lights above each door in the alley and they are light activated, it’s still dark enough in the alleyway at seven that they don’t flick off until about seven forty-five, the area he was in was lit up, I wouldn’t have been able to miss him, plus my back door entrance is less than probably twenty feet from Gemma’s. Hard to miss anything in that close of range,” She said and clasped her hands on the counter. 

“Right, and you didn’t hear any kind of scuffle or excitement out back?” He asked.

Ruby shook her head no and frowned. 

“What about your employees or any deliveries this morning? What time did they arrive?” he continued. 

“My first employee showed up at six-thirty. She only works a few hours doing the baking, so she’s not here, but I can give you her information to get in touch. But she didn’t say anything. And I don’t have deliveries on Thursdays. Margret would have taken out the trash when she left, though, so she would have also gone back out at the door around probably nine am.” Ruby said as she searched her memory for her employee’s movements throughout the morning.

“That’s very helpful, Ruby. I’ll stop over for her information before I leave here.” He said to her. 

“Sure, I should probably get back to work.” She stood up and turned to me, “I’ll check in later, Gemma. I’ll bring lunch.” She smiled and headed back out the door. 

I got up to follow her and lock the door behind her again, “Thanks again for the coffee, Ruby, you’re the best.” 

I turned around to see Luna and Alfred racing towards me, yelling, and it took everything in me not to jump back and scream.

“Miss Gemma, I’m afraid we have news,” Alfred said pointedly and started to pace.

“They found the murder weapon!” Luna shouted, “It was in our trash.” She winced as she spoke. 

I tried to gain my composure and jerked my head violently at the pair to indicate to them to wait until I could speak freely. They both looked at Danny and back at me, and dropped their heads like a pair of sad dogs. Well, I guess one was a sad dog. 

“Gemma?” Danny said with concern.

“Uh, yes,” I said as I returned my attention to him. 

“Are you okay? Do you need to sit down? I know it’s been a bit of a taxing morning.” Concern laced his words. 

“Yes, I think I should sit down. I’m feeling a little dizzy,” I lied. But the alternative would likely get me seventy-two hours in the psych ward. 

A sharp knock sounded at the back door, and Danny got up to answer it. I heard hushed voices speaking urgently, and then the door closed, and Danny’s heavy boots headed back towards me. 

“Is everything okay?” What a stupid question, Gemma. Of course, nothing is okay; his mentor was murdered on your doorstep.

“They recovered the murder weapon,” his eyes wide, “a knife, they recovered it in your trash can, right on the top.” 

“Oh my,” I stopped short. Surely, having the murder weapon would be a good sign. 

“Okay, Gemma, I think that’s all I have for questions right now. I’ll be in touch if I need anything else.” He said and tucked his notepad in his pocket. 

“Yes, of course, I’m happy to help in any way, Danny, and again, I’m so sorry for your loss.” I gave him a soft smile, and he shook my hand and made his exit. 




Once I was alone in the space, well, alone with my two ghosts, I breathed a deep sigh and let my shoulders relax for the first time since I got to the shop. 

“I swear, I must be cursed,” I said, looking at Luna and Alfred. 








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  







Could I really not get a break? I had moved here just a year ago, and fought a supernatural soul-eater, helped exonerate my boyfriend from murder charges, not to mention I also ushered the literal thousands of souls that were released upon Morgen’s defeat to the sweet hereafter. And that was just the tip of the iceberg. I had also opened a small business, and almost daily, I still usher souls onto the next plane. Don’t I do enough to deserve not to be entangled in a murder investigation? 

The answer was apparently no, confirmed by the traces of the crime scene that still lay over the alleyway behind the shop. I didn’t really know Sheriff Dawes personally, but he was a nice man in his mid-fifties who was surprisingly generous with his time. He would stop into the shop every Friday night to pick up one of my signature ‘Night In’ candles, which were marketed towards a romantic night in. He would often also grab one of the ‘Rest in Peace’ relaxation candles. I know the name was a little morbid, but they were a big hit. Customers always laughed at the name, and they flew off the shelf. They were geared towards relaxation, and I often suggested lighting it with an evening bath or a massage. 

Sheriff Dawes had been a customer in my first week of being open and faithfully came in every week for his order. He would make small talk, tell me that he loved that I had moved the family name back to town and rekindled the old manor. I kept telling him one day he had to stop by and check out the property, but it was one of those things that we both knew would likely never pass, but I would have welcomed him all the same. 

With the property being so far into the forest and the driveway so secluded, it wasn’t the kind of place you just ‘happened upon’. 

Sheriff Dawes, or Vincent, was constantly telling me to call him by his first name, but it was hard. I could only ever hear Vinny when anyone said Vincent, and as much as I liked Joe Pesci, I just couldn’t separate the image. Even though Vincent Dawes didn’t look even remotely like the actor. He was tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and a mustache that, while I would never want Leo to have one, looked in place on his face. I had always assumed he was married, and that was who he bought the candles for. Danny had indicated otherwise. 

I tried to think back if I ever heard him say anything about a female friend to deduce who it was. If Danny didn’t know, I’m not sure anyone would, and how awful would it be for his lady-friend to discover the details via the paper instead of from someone? He never wore a wedding ring, but that was fairly normal for men in physical jobs. I guess I should have been more of a snoop and asked questions. 

Alfred came back into the shop as I was flipping on the open sign and unlocking the door. The day was practically half over, but I chose to wait to unlock the doors until the officers were done traipsing in and out of the shop. 

“Gemma, did the officer give you any more information on the sheriff’s murder?” He asked as he spun around the display shelves, pacing. 

“Just that they found the murder weapon in our trash, which is not a great feeling.” I sighed. “Just knowing someone, a murderer, was at our back door.” A shiver ran down my spine, and I shuddered. “You really can’t recall anything, like noises, voices, or maybe the last time you were outside?” I asked while I repositioned candles on the shelf by the window. 

“I’m afraid not. I heard a commotion early this morning, probably around eight-thirty, but by the time I got to the back door, I didn’t see anyone.” He said thoughtfully, and he tapped his chin. “I heard an alley cat get into the trash after that as well, but again, I didn’t see it.” 

“So that would mean he had to be killed between nine and ten-forty-five AM. Not a very large window,” I said. My brow furrowed, “It’s pretty bright out at that time, and Ruby would already be at work, that seems,” I paused, “reckless.” 

The text alarm on my phone dinged and interrupted our conversation. 

“Gem, I’m grabbing lunch from Leo’s for us. Be back soon. The usual?” Ruby’s text read. 

I shot her back a reply with a hungry face emoji, and I might have started to drool slightly. I didn’t even get to eat my muffin; I was so distracted, and suddenly, my stomach realized how hungry I was and would not relent. 

“Whoa, someone’s hungry!” Luna exclaimed. 

“You try not eating all day,” I said in a huff, then turned to face  Luna, head tilted, looking at me, without a word. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “You know what I mean.” I sighed.

“Are we getting lunch?” She asked. 

“Yes, Ruby is bringing it back from Leo’s now.” My stomach growled again. 

* * *




I dug into my grilled chicken salad with gusto as my stomach begged me to go faster. 

“Mm, I was so hungry,” I said around a mouthful of salad and chicken. “Thank you so much, Ruby,” I said clearly after swallowing. 

“You’re welcome, but you can definitely wait until after you swallow to thank me,” Ruby laughed and took a sip of her iced tea. 

“Sorry, this day has been so crazy. I still can’t believe the Sheriff was murdered. I mean, I’ve never heard anyone have a bad thing to say about him,” I said, before taking another bite. 

“Mugging gone wrong?” Ruby’s eyebrows lifted in question. 

“Could be, but also, in broad daylight? Alfred said he heard voices around eight-thirty but didn’t see anything, and I found him just after ten-thirty; that’s only two hours that it had to take place.” I raised my eyebrows and took a sip from the berry lemonade she brought back for me. 

“Oh, by the way, I kind of explained the situation to Leo while I was there. I had assumed you called him already,” she said.

I winced, “Oh, I honestly meant to, but I’ve been so behind with the police and opening. Hopefully, he doesn’t think I was leaving him out on purpose.” I sighed and pulled my phone from my pocket to send him a quick text to tell him I was okay, just exhausted, and that I would regale him with all the details this evening. Oh, and that lunch was delicious. 

“Are you seeing Danny tonight?” I asked Ruby.

Her brow lifted, revealing wide eyes as she stumbled over her reply. “Ugh, I don’t- It’s not,” She coughed and sputtered and took a sip of her drink to clear her throat. 

“You good there, champ?” I said with an eye roll, “You know I know you guys are talking, right? I mean, you aren’t very subtle about it. Not sure why you’re hiding things from your supposed best friend.” I said with a faux sniffle, “I’m just chopped liver, that’s all.”

Ruby rolled her eyes so hard I thought they might land on the floor. “I’m not hiding anything from you,” she sighed and shoved a bite of coleslaw in her mouth. After a long enough pause in silence, until she swallowed, she finally continued. “I’m not hiding it, I just don’t know what it is. We have been hanging out a bit and,” she paused, “other stuff.” She blushed as she tried to hide a smile. “And it has been nice, but we’ve been here before, and our friendship barely survived our breakup. I really love Danny, and I don’t want to lose him from my life if we don’t work out.” 
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