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      A dash of danger, a sprinkle of suspense, and a whole lot of eclairs! In a town where secrets are as rich as the pastries, one woman is determined to solve a chilling mystery before it's too late.

      

      A delicious new mystery is served!

      

      In the picturesque town of Bald Eagle Falls, Erin Price runs Auntie Clem’s Bakery, where gluten-free delights and charming community vibes create the perfect recipe for happiness. But when a series of puzzling predictions are delivered to the bakery, a chill falls over the town and Erin Price finds herself caught in a web of intrigue and suspense. As whispers of clairvoyance swirl around town like flour in the air, apprehension brews among the locals. With teenage Harold Melville—a new bakery employee tied to an organized crime family—in hot water, Erin, her Officer Handsome, and best friend Vic are determined to uncover the truth.

      

      Join Erin and her friends, as she once again finds herself piecing together clues, sifting through secrets, and trying to prevent a recipe for disaster from unfolding.

      

      Can Erin crack this case before things get too hot?

      

      Perfect for fans of cozy mysteries brimming with culinary delights "Chocolate Eclairvoyant" is a page-turner that mixes humor with heartwarming moments. If you love delightful baking adventures and can’t resist a good mystery—this book is sure to satisfy your cravings!

      

      Savor the Tropes You Love:

      

      Amateur Sleuth: Erin, the gluten-free baker, once again takes on an unexpected investigation.

      

      Small-Town Setting: The close-knit, gossipy, community of Bald Eagle Falls provides a backdrop of familiar faces and hidden motives.

      

      Culinary Focus: Mouth-watering descriptions of baked goods will leave you hungry for more....

      

      Lighthearted Tone with a Touch of Suspense: Enjoyable characters and witty banter alongside a puzzling mystery.

      

      Pet Friendly: Keep an eye out for furry friends adding their own brand of charm to the chaos.

      

      Don’t miss out on this irresistible treat! 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Publisher imprint P.D. Workman]
          
        

      

      
        
         

        Copyright © 2025 by P.D. Workman

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        ISBN: 9781774688830 (KDP Paperback)

        ISBN: 9781774688847 (KDP Hardcover)

        ISBN: 9781774688861 (Lulu Paperback)

        ISBN: 9781774688854 (Large Print)

        ISBN: 9781774688878 (Digital)

        ISBN: 9781774688885 (Auto-narrated audiobook)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Your First Bite – Cozy Mystery Starter Pack

      

        

      
        Get Your First Taste of Murder and Muffins at pdworkman.com! Start your cozy escape with a free ebook + audiobook, printable recipe cards, and more.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Gluten-Free Murder, recipes, and chocolate cupcakes]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      To the mama bears, papa bears, and all of the protectors.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        
          Preview of Quiche Me Goodbye

        

        
          
            Preview Chapter 1

          

          
            Preview Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by P.D. Workman

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Harold watched Erin take the tray of eclairs out of the oven. The tops were golden brown and they had puffed out perfectly. Erin handled the tray gently, hoping they wouldn’t collapse the instant she put them down or they started to cool. She was hopeful that she had the balance of ingredients right this time and that they would hold their shape so she could fill and glaze them without making a big mess.

      The results were always delicious, even if they didn’t look good, but she wanted them to look good. She wanted the gluten-free eclairs to be practically indistinguishable from the traditional eclairs made by the pastry chefs in French patisseries for generations.

      She knew how it should work in theory, the way that the moisture content of the choux should make the pastries puff up. And the first few attempts had puffed, but they had not stayed that way for long.

      “Do you think it will work?” Harold asked eagerly. “They look great!”

      “Fingers crossed,” Erin told him. She hoped that if she cooled them slowly, they would have the chance to “set” before the pastry cooled too much and they would maintain their shape.

      “At least we know they’ll taste good!” Vic, Erin’s young baking assistant contributed, as she placed spoonfuls of cookie dough on a baking sheet on the adjacent counter in the kitchen of Auntie Clem’s Bakery.

      “Yeah,” Harold agreed. “I almost hope they don’t work because the failures taste so good.”

      “You’re not going to be able to keep up with the failures,” Erin said. “Even if you share them with your family and fill your freezer!”

      “I can try,” Harold declared, thrusting out his stomach and patting it. He had the long, lanky frame of an adolescent, and being a celiac, he was on the skinny side to begin with. At least with Erin moving into Bald Eagle Falls and opening Auntie Clem’s Bakery, a bakery devoted exclusively to gluten-free baking, he now had a wide variety of delicious baked goods to choose from.

      Before Auntie Clem’s, there hadn’t been many gluten-free options for celiacs in the county. A few prepackaged breads and cookies on the grocery store shelves. One or two stores in the city that brought in a wider variety of goods at shockingly high prices. Or else what mothers could make at home. Modern moms were busy with a lot of outside commitments. They couldn’t all spend time slaving over the oven, trying to learn the baffling array of new ingredients and techniques necessary to master gluten-free baking. Especially if their kids also had to be dairy-free or had other allergens, which, luckily, Harold did not.

      “How did the custard taste?” Erin asked, going over to the fridge to ensure it was ready for her once the eclairs had completely cooled.

      Harold grinned. “What makes you think I tasted it?”

      Erin and Vic both laughed. “Because you always taste it,” Erin chuckled. She pushed a few locks of dark hair that had escaped her bobby pins back into place and washed her hands. Her hair was too short to keep pulled back into a sleek ponytail like Vic’s fine blond hair, and she suspected that even if it were long enough, it would still refuse to stay corralled by the elastic.

      At the jingle of bells from the front of the bakery, Erin and Vic both left the kitchen to enter the storefront area and serve their next customer. Vic stood behind the till and Erin behind the display case, ready for the next sale.

      But instead of a customer, it was Frank Grayson, delivering the day’s mail.

      “Oh, hi, Frank,” Erin greeted, giving him a warm smile. “How’s it going?”

      “A real pretty day out there,” Frank told her, using his forearm to wipe a bead of sweat that trickled down from his temple. “Perfect day for a picnic.”

      He handed over a thick wad of mail, wrapped neatly with a couple of rubber bands.

      “Couple new catalogs in there,” he observed, knowing how Erin loved to pore over the baking supplies and equipment catalogs to see what she could pick up for a good price, drooling over the more expensive equipment she could not afford, and fantasizing about how it could transform the bakery.

      “Thank you!”

      “Y’all have a nice day,” he told them, and turned to continue to the next store on his route, the Book Nook. He allowed a group of women to enter the bakery, nodding and holding the door open like a gentleman before going on.

      Erin nodded to the group, including Mrs. Peach, her next-door neighbor, and Betty Thompson, two seniors who used walkers. Edna, a woman who worked at the library with Betty, was with them, as well as a couple of younger women Erin didn’t know well but who occasionally came for the ladies’ tea on Sunday.

      “We are going to take a few minutes,” Betty warned. Erin knew it was true. Betty always took a long time to look over the offerings in the display case, ask her questions about the ingredients or how they were prepared, and finally decide what to buy.

      The other women might make their choices faster, but they would wait for Betty to figure out what she wanted first. There was a sort of “order of seniority” that the customers followed. Erin didn’t always follow what gave one person priority over another, she just went with the flow.

      Erin took the rubber bands off of the mail and shuffled through it quickly, handing a couple of note cards over to Vic. There had been a lot more mail since word of Willie’s death had gotten out. A lot of condolence cards, flower deliveries, casseroles, and myriad other sympathies expressed with small-town charm. For once, people seemed to have put aside their judgments about Vic being transgender and were just treating her as they would any other woman.

      What was left was primarily bills, flyers, and catalogs. Erin turned to take them to her office to review later. Vic flapped one of the cards at her. “This one is addressed to you.”

      Erin took it back and looked at it. She had just assumed all the personal notes and cards would be for Vic and hadn’t looked at the addressee name. But her name was neatly written on the envelope.

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t even notice.” Curious, she slid her thumb under the corner of the flap to tear it open.

      She unfolded the crisp stationery and looked at the sentences penned inside with a frown.

      “What does it say?” Vic asked, reading something in Erin’s expression.

      Erin read the words aloud slowly as if saying them precisely would make them make sense.

      
        
        A recipe long forgotten stirs trouble anew— Vengeance and blood will soon ensue. Tread carefully, I see danger brew!
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      What?” Vic’s eyes were wide with alarm.

      Erin looked back down at the neat loops of the handwritten note.

      “What is this?” she demanded.

      “I don’t know. That’s really weird,” Vic said, shaking her head. “Where did it come from?”

      Erin turned the envelope over, but there was no return address. She looked for a postmark, but of course, everything was machine-processed now, and the barcode meant nothing to her.

      “I don’t know. Maybe Frank knows.”

      “Who would send such a thing?” Mrs. Peach asked.

      It wasn’t until then that Erin realized she had read the letter aloud in front of customers. She had been so stunned by the contents of the letter that she had not even thought about them. She had just fastened on to the little verse and read it to Vic without regard to the other people within earshot.

      “Oh!” She folded the letter along the original fold lines. “I’m sure it’s just a prank. Someone having a bit of fun.”

      “That didn’t sound like a joke,” Betty argued. “It sounded like a threat.”

      “No, not a threat,” Edna disagreed. “It said ‘I see,’ like it is a prediction or vision. That isn’t a threat.”

      “No one can see the future,” Mrs. Peach pointed out. “Someone is trying to make trouble.”

      “Or it is a prank,” Erin repeated. “Sometimes people just make things up, try to get people excited.”

      “They obviously want to stir things up,” Vic agreed. “I mean… it says so right in the verse.”

      Erin looked back down at it, giving a little laugh. “I guess it does,” she agreed. “I don’t think this is anything to worry about. Just someone playing a game.”

      “It’s not very funny,” Betty said. “It’s in very poor taste.”

      “Yes,” Erin agreed. She tucked it into her apron pocket. “And I’m sorry I read it out. I wasn’t thinking. Did you decide what you wanted to buy?” She directed her gaze to the food inside the display case, hoping to distract everyone from the letter. “Those chocolate chunk cookies are fresh from the oven.”

      Betty was still scowling about the letter and did not look at the chocolate chunk cookies. Mrs. Peach tried to help.

      “Oh, those look very good,” she agreed. “Now, what about these? Butterscotch bars? I don’t think I’ve had those before.”

      “They are delicious,” Erin obliged. “Melt in your mouth. I highly recommend them. They have a shortbread crust, and if there’s one thing about gluten-free flours, they make great shortbread.”

      “They sound wonderful,” Mrs. Peach agreed. “Do you want some of those, Betty?”

      “I want to know who sent that letter. Sending a letter like that is a dangerous thing!”

      “Dangerous?” Erin echoed.

      “You could incite a panic. People are very impressionable.”

      Erin thought that “dangerous” was probably a stretch. It might concern some people, but they would quickly see that it was just a made-up prediction.

      “What if it really is a vision?” Edna asked. “You can’t deny that there are fortune-tellers who can catch glimpses of the future.”

      “It is not a vision,” Betty told her sharply. She was determined to shut down this suggestion. “There is no such thing as clairvoyance.”

      Edna drew herself up to her full height, which, due to her age, was not great. She stood as tall as her permanently hunched spine would allow, making herself as imposing and authoritative as she could.

      “‘There shall not be found among you anyone who… practices divination or tells fortunes,’” she quoted. “Why would that warning be in the Bible if there was no such thing as clairvoyance?”

      “It means no one should claim to have clairvoyance,” Betty shot back. “Not that seeing the future is a real thing.”

      “That’s not what it says,” Edna disagreed. “There is real clairvoyance, and we are warned against practicing it or having people among us to practice it.”

      “I don’t think we need to worry that a grievance over an old recipe is going to cause bloodshed,” Erin said lightly, putting as much humor into her voice as she could. Never mind the recipe book that had recently caused them so much trouble. Or the muffins that had brought death into her sphere more than once. “Now, what can I get you ladies?”

      Edna, Betty, and Mrs. Peach eyed each other, but no one stepped forward to continue the argument. Erin nodded, hoping that would be the end of it. She was kicking herself for having read the note aloud without thinking. After all that had happened in Bald Eagle Falls, she should have known better.

      “Those butterscotch bars are mighty tasty,” Vic prodded.

      “I don’t know,” Betty said, unwilling to give up the conversation yet. “I think we need to be concerned about this threat. Maybe you should call the police, dear.”

      Erin smiled. “I will take it up with Officer Piper. I’m sure he’ll have some good advice on it.”

      Betty’s scowl softened slightly. “He is a fine young man.”

      “Yes, he is,” Erin agreed. “And I’ll be sure to tell him you said so.”

      Betty giggled at that, sounding more like a teen girl than the mature woman she was.

      “Everybody loves Officer Handsome,” Vic teased.

      “Well, he’s my Officer Handsome, so everyone else had better just look and not touch.”

      Vic and Betty chuckled about this. Erin felt that the tension had broken and things would be okay now. The ladies would forget about the letter and its strange prediction, and her faux pas in reading it aloud in front of the customers would be forgiven.

      Sometimes, Erin thought she was doing a pretty good job navigating the Bald Eagle Falls social environment. She was getting better at predicting what things would be acceptable or unacceptable to the church ladies. What things were just “not done” in the South. What people expected from her.

      And sometimes, she felt like she was still out of her depth, flailing around and trying to stay afloat while people pelted her with more unhelpful rules rather than helping her find her way safely back to shore.

      Betty made her selections, and Erin breathed a sigh of relief as she paid for her order and headed for the door. Edna and Mrs. Peach placed their orders without any further comment on the letter’s predictions. Once they were on their way with their baking, Erin felt like she was safely ashore again.

      She smiled tentatively at the women still waiting to be served. Both were regulars, but not usually inclined to visit or say anything other than make a few comments on the weather or Erin’s latest new creations in the display case.

      “What can I do for you today?” Erin asked Tara Waldon.

      Tara was older than Erin, but not as old as Edna and Mrs. Peach. Erin suspected she was around sixty. She had long dark hair and a penchant for bold, bright colors. She looked into the display case, a frown on her face. She glanced at Vic at the cash register, and spoke to Erin in a low voice.

      “I really don’t think it is appropriate for you to joke around and act so silly, especially about your boyfriend, when she has just lost hers.”

      Erin caught her breath and tried to figure out what to say to this. As far as the rest of Bald Eagle Falls was concerned, Vic’s partner, Willie Andrews, who had recently taken up leadership of a local crime family, the Dyson clan, had been assassinated by factions within the clan.

      What they didn’t know was that the so-called assassination had just been a sham, set up by Willie and a few loyal friends, as a way for Willie to get out of the clan. Willie would remain dead in the eyes of the Bald Eagle Falls residents until Willie felt that Nelson Dyson’s leadership of the syndicate was secure and he could afford for it to be known that he had actually left the clan.

      So, for the time being, Erin and her best friend and employee had to continue the act that Willie was dead and Vic was deep in mourning.

      “Oh…” Erin swallowed. “I’m sorry, Vic. I didn’t mean to… make you feel bad.”

      “You are a nice girl. You should be more careful,” Tara told her firmly. “Be more sensitive to her feelings.”

      Erin nodded her agreement. Vic tried to find a way to move Tara past the topic. “I was joking around too,” she said, “It wasn’t Erin being insensitive. Sometimes… you just have to laugh. You need something to pull you out of your funk. When my maw-maw died, we went home and put on the silliest, most slapstick movie we could find. It was just the only way to move on.”

      Tara shook her head, but didn’t tell Vic that there was something wrong with her if she was able to laugh about things after her romantic partner was killed. But Erin had the distinct feeling she was thinking it.

      “Everyone mourns differently,” Vic declared. “I just… want to go on as normal. Sitting around at home isn’t going to do anything for me. I need to work. To keep my hands and mind busy with other things. I don’t want to just sit at home thinking about Willie all the time.”

      Especially since Willie was hiding out at Vic’s place, and if Vic spent all day there, they got on each other’s nerves. It was easier to just follow their regular routine and leave Willie to entertain himself as he had while he’d been going through chelation therapy.

      Tara sniffed and turned her attention to the display case. “Well, I do think you are not being very sensitive to your friend’s needs,” she told Erin. “She shouldn’t have to feel like she has to come to work and put on a brave face for everyone.”

      Erin opened her mouth to object, then changed her mind. She nodded solemnly. “Yes, you’re right,” she agreed. “We’ll need to sit down and have a talk about this. I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

      Tara looked at her for a moment longer, then nodded. “Good,” she pronounced. “Now, then… I think I will go with a loaf of multigrain, six dinner rolls, and a pizza shell. And maybe… a half dozen of the butterscotch bars.”

      “Great.” Erin gathered the items and put them into boxes or bags. “And thank you for your advice.”

      When both women had been served and left the bakery, Erin turned to Vic, shaking her head.

      “Am I ever glad that you are not mourning Willie. I don’t know if I could handle it.”

      “You did pretty good while we both thought he was dead.”

      But Erin had been a wreck before Willie had shown up, revealing that he was, in fact, still alive. She couldn’t stop crying, set off by seeing her best friend in such pain. She had wanted to hold her, to make her feel better when there was nothing she could do to take away the pain or make it better.

      “Don’t worry about Tara,” Vic said. “Mary Lou said she used to do family dispute mediation. So she is always meddling in other people’s relationships, thinking she needs to fix them.”

      “Really? That would be a tough job.”

      Vic nodded. “No kidding. I like helping other people out, but couples or family counseling… I don’t think I could handle that.”

      “Was that true about when your maw-maw died?”

      Vic nodded. “Yeah, sure. Sometimes, the only way to stop crying is by laughing. She wouldn’t have wanted us sitting around weeping over her. She would have been drinking, cracking jokes, and getting the grandkids together for a game of poker.”

      Erin laughed. “She must have been some woman.”

      “She was!” Vic agreed. “And I want to grow up to be just like her.”
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      Speaking of Officer Handsome,” Vic said, “don’t look now, but here he comes.”

      Erin looked out the front window and saw Terry walking down the other side of Main Street with K9, his German Shepherd. When they reached the end of the block, he would cross the street and come down the other side, stopping in at the bakery for a refill of his water bottle and a gluten-free doggie biscuit for K9.

      Erin eagerly anticipated Terry Piper’s visits while she was working. Some weeks, it seemed like she hardly ever saw him because his work schedule did not align with her bakery schedule. She was getting home from the bakery just when he was getting ready for an evening shift.

      She looked at the clock on the wall. “We should get those loaves in the oven before the supper rush.”

      Vic raised her brows at Erin. Erin ignored the knowing look and took the mail she had set to the side to her tiny office in the back. Harold already had the loaves in the oven, as Erin had expected.

      The warm kitchen was filled with the yeasty smell of the baking bread and the buttery aroma of the freshly-baked eclairs.

      “Look at your pastries,” he told Erin, motioning to the oblong eclairs, which he had transferred from the trays to the wire racks to finish cooling. “They are holding their shape.”

      Erin broke into a grin. “That’s awesome. They look really good, don’t they? What time did you put them on the cooling racks? We’ll need to make sure we don’t move them too soon in the future.”

      He checked the time and worked it out, and Erin updated the detailed notes she had been keeping on the eclair project progress.

      “They are going to be so good!” Harold enthused. “Are they going to be chocolate? Are you using a chocolate fondant topping?”

      “Yes. We’ll start with the traditional flavors and then branch out into some more adventurous ones when we’ve got the classics down pat.”

      “Like what?”

      “Maybe invert them and have a chocolate filling and vanilla topping. Maybe coffee, cinnamon, or strawberry fillings. There are a lot of possibilities, once you’ve got the shell working.”

      “I guess this means I don’t get any to take home today,” Harold said mournfully.

      “I’m sure you have enough of the failures in your freezer to keep you going for a few weeks.”

      “I could still fit a few more in.”

      “You can help us taste test the successes, but you won’t be able to take them all home.”

      Harold grinned and shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Okay.”

      Erin shook her head and returned to the front of the bakery. Her timing was good, and Terry was just coming in the door with K9.

      “Ah, there she is,” Vic commented. “Everything okay in the kitchen?”

      “The eclairs worked!”

      “Mercy. Those are going to be delicious.” Vic put her hand over her stomach. “I’m really going to have to be careful!”

      Vic was quite a bit taller than Erin and didn’t have to worry as much about putting on weight. Erin felt like every dessert she consumed showed on her waist because she was so short.

      “Eclairs?” Terry repeated.

      Erin looked at him. She had been talking about the eclairs for days now. He sounded like he hadn’t heard a word of it. As if this were the first time anyone had mentioned anything to do with eclairs.

      “Yes, the new recipe I have been working on,” Erin told him sternly. “You know. The ones I have been talking about.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry, I thought you said something else. Glad to hear they are coming together. Who doesn’t love an eclair?”

      Good recovery. Erin shook her head. He had better watch out, or he was really going to put his foot in his mouth one of these days. She remembered when he used to hang on every word she said. Now, he was too easily distracted by the game on TV or what was happening at work. She was no longer a mystery to him. Or he didn’t think he had to work to get her, now that they were living together.

      “Were you going to tell him about the letter?” Vic asked.

      “Well… not now. I was going to save that for later.”

      “What letter?” Terry asked curiously.

      “Just a weird letter I got today. Somebody playing a prank. It’s nothing. It just upset some of the ladies. I shouldn’t have read it while anyone was here.”

      He leaned on the counter, frowning at Erin. “Maybe you should give me the details. I don’t understand what kind of letter you are talking about. Weird? Prank? Upsetting?”

      “It’s just…” Erin tried to think of how to describe it, but there was no point in delaying and trying to talk around it. She might as well just show it to him.

      Erin pulled it from her apron pocket and unfolded it. She held it out in front of Terry. He stepped closer to look at it. He frowned.

      “Well, that is a weird letter,” he admitted. “Is it supposed to be a threat? A poem? Or just a prank, like you said?”

      “I think it is just a prank. But some of the ladies who were here this afternoon thought that… it was a threat or witchcraft. I guess wild predictions now fall under fortune-telling.”

      “Well, I can see how mentions of blood and violence would be upsetting, though not why fortune telling would be more upsetting. I guess… people come at things from their own perspective. And for some people, that is always a religious stance.”

      “Do you think people can predict the future? And that if they can, it’s witchcraft and you should… I don’t know, what do they do with modern witches?”

      She had a sudden recollection of a recent call from Reg. Though Reg Rawlins, a foster sister of Erin’s, tried to keep her conversations with Erin fairly low-key, she often went off on a tangent to make commentaries on paranormal concepts or people around her that she claimed were witches. Erin only knew one witch, and she wasn’t the type who thought she could perform magic spells. But Reg’s current fortune-telling scam and paranoia led her to believe some bizarre stuff and apparently attracted some like-minded individuals.

      “People see and hear what they want to,” Reg told Erin during their last call. “If they don’t believe in something, they won’t be persuaded by anything that happens around them. They’ll think it is just a scam or a trick.”

      That’s because it is just a scam, Erin wanted to tell Reg. But she didn’t want to hurt Reg or make her too mad to call back again. As different as the two of them were, Erin didn’t want a permanent rift between them.

      Reg had performed some pretty nifty tricks when she and Erin had been younger. Erin knew her scams could be very convincing. But their foster parents had worked hard to disabuse Erin of the idea that Reg really was magic or hearing spirits. They explained to her about Reg’s diagnosed mental illness and how it could affect her perceptions of the world around her. It wasn’t that Reg was lying or trying to fool her. She just wasn’t well. Her brain didn’t work the same way as Erin’s.

      “Some people are skilled prognosticators,” Terry said slowly. “I don’t think that makes them magic, just good at predicting the future. And this letter doesn’t fall into that category. This is more like what a sideshow fortune-teller does. Making broad, vague predictions and allowing people to interpret them to fit their circumstances.”

      “Yeah.” Erin turned the paper around to reread the words herself. “I mean, a recipe… obviously, this is a bakery, and we’re bound to come across an old or forgotten one at some point. And everybody is going to experience danger at some point, no matter how hard you try to avoid it.”

      Terry nodded his agreement. “And vengeance and blood… those are still pretty general. A lot of people want to get back at someone for something they did in the past. Everyone has had a disagreement or has had someone cross them somehow.” He shrugged. “That’s all she’s doing.”

      “So you don’t think it’s anything to worry about, right?” Erin asked. “I can just toss this out.”

      “I don’t see a problem tossing it. There is no threat. Predicting blood and threatening it are not the same thing.”

      “Good.” Erin folded it and put it back into her apron pocket. She looked at Vic. “It’s just a prank. Someone trying to get people upset for no good reason. There’s no need to be concerned about it.”

      “No, because nothing bad ever happens in Bald Eagle Falls,” Vic returned. “It isn’t like we’ve never seen blood and vengeance here.”

      Erin hoped that, for once, they had seen the end of violence in Bald Eagle Falls. Or at least with Erin’s or Vic’s involvement in it. The clans would be able to find stability now, and the violence that had accompanied the friction between the two factions would fade from their lives. The clans might still be running illegal operations, but it wouldn’t impinge on the lives of Erin, Vic, or the others in their circle of friends. They could live their lives baking cookies and eclairs and not be concerned.

      Terry looked at his watch. “I’d better be getting on my way,” he told them. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “You’re off for supper, right?”

      “Yes… but I’ve got a bit of paperwork to process. I don’t know, you might want to plan on supper without me tonight, and we’ll have something nice tomorrow. Tonight, we’ll just… have some time after that. Before bed.”

      Erin sighed. “Okay. You’re going to order something at the police department, then?”

      “Yes, I’ll have something brought in so that I can push through and get the paperwork done. Then I won’t have it on my mind tonight.”

      Erin nodded. “See you later, then.”

      He leaned in to give her a peck on the cheek, then took his partner back outside to continue the investigation.
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      Erin drove Vic home, as usual. It was the logical thing to do when Vic lived in the loft apartment over Erin’s garage. They had space of their own when they needed it, and closeness when they wanted that. Even spending all day together at work, they often spent time in the evening or on weekends or holidays. They just really enjoyed their time together.

      “Don’t make anything,” Vic told Erin as they got out of the yellow VW bug. “I’m going to bring something over.”

      “You’re going to bring something over? What?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. What are you in the mood for?”

      Erin shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. Anything I don’t have to make.”

      “Perfect. I’ll bring you something, then. You’ll be surprised and delighted.”

      Erin smiled, preparing herself to be surprised and delighted. After letting herself in through the back door, Erin walked to the front to check for deliveries or messages.

      Ever since Willie’s supposed death, she had been receiving packages for Vic. They didn’t want anyone going to the loft where they might accidentally encounter Willie, so Erin and Vic had told people to please send all deliveries or offerings to Erin.

      “We don’t want anyone tripping on those rickety stairs,” Erin said, though the stairs were perfectly level and solid, not at all rickety. “And half the time, deliveries end up going to my front door anyway, because people don’t understand there is another residence on the same lot.”

      “Besides, I don’t want to have to deal with getting it all sorted out or having to make my place presentable for people,” Vic added, with a quivering lip. “Erin can take care of that for me.”

      Erin picked up a potted African violet that had been left on her step and pulled a sticky note off the door. She placed them on the table where Vic would see them when she arrived.

      “Oh, ain’t that purty,” Vic commented when she saw the little purple violet. “Who sent that?” She opened the small envelope clipped onto a plastic stick pushed into the dirt. “Oh, my Aunt Vi.” She shook her head. “Bless her heart, the woman hasn’t had a kind word to say to me since I came out as a woman. Very anti.”

      “Well, maybe she’s over it,” Erin said with a shrug. “She didn’t have to send you anything.”

      Vic nodded. She looked at the sticky note. “And a dinner from Susan Brown, the owner of the family restaurant. Just give them a call whatever night I want it. Isn’t that sweet?”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to do that tonight?” Erin asked, nodding to the covered dish Vic had brought over from the loft.

      “Lands, no.” Vic removed the lid from the casserole, revealing a macaroni casserole. “Baked mac and cheese. Don’t know when the last time I had one of these was, but it used to be one of my favorites. You know, whenever Ma was cooking for a funeral.”

      “Okay, throw it in the oven. I’m going to have a quick shower while it warms.”

      Vic agreed.

      Orange Blossom, Erin’s big orange cat wandered into the kitchen and gave a long, languorous stretch, quivering from his nose to his tail, followed by a wide-mouthed yawn before sniffing the air to determine whether Vic’s dish contained tuna fish or anything else he might like.

      “Sorry, no tuna today,” Vic apologized. “Just macaroni.”

      Blossom sniffed the air again before turning to Erin with a loud, piteous meow. The poor creature had obviously been starving all day. Erin reached down and scratched his ears.

      “Oh, you poor thing.”

      Blossom yowled and rubbed against Erin’s hand, his front paws lifting from the floor. He dropped back to all fours and meowed again, loudly and insistently.

      “You poor, poor thing,” Erin teased. She petted his head and stroked his back. Blossom pulled away from her and licked down the fur on his back with swift, decisive movements. He glared at Erin.

      “You don’t want nice pets?”

      He rubbed against her leg and wound around her insistently, his demands getting louder.

      Vic and Erin laughed. Erin went to the pantry and opened a new can of cat treats.

      “Look at this; you even get a nice fresh package! Isn’t that worth waiting for?”

      He meowed impatiently while she removed the foil seal and took a couple of treats out. She slid them across the floor and Orange Blossom galloped after them, skittering on the floor. After Orange Blossom demonstrated his prowess a few more times, Erin put some wet and dry food in his dishes, got out a carrot and some other veggies for Marshmallow, the rabbit, and headed again toward the bathroom for a shower.

      “Hold down the fort,” she told Vic. “And don’t let them tell you they’re still starving.”

      “Oh, I know,” Vic agreed. “Nilla is the same way. It doesn’t matter whether Willie has just fed that little varmint five minutes earlier; he’ll still bark and whine like he hasn’t had anything for a week.”

      Erin knew very well that while she was in the shower, Vic would still sneak the animals another treat as she waited for the casserole to bake.

      When Erin stepped back out of the bathroom, the air was filled with the rich, savory smell of the macaroni casserole. The animals were happy, Orange Blossom washing in a patch of sunlight in the living room and Marshmallow approaching Erin for a few ear scratches.

      “That smells wonderful,” Erin told Vic.

      “Don’t it just.” Vic tapped out a message on her phone and opened the oven to take out the casserole.

      “We should probably have some vegetables to go with that,” Erin suggested. “Just straight dairy and carbs will not do this figure any good.” She slid her thumb behind her waistband, wincing at how tight it was.

      “I threw together a salad,” Vic nodded to the counter where a green salad was waiting, “and nuked some peas in the microwave.” She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t know why we have to ruin a perfectly good meal with vegetables, but…”

      Erin grinned. Even though Vic didn’t need to watch what she ate quite as closely as Erin did, she was usually pretty careful to eat balanced meals.

      She opened the cupboard to get out the plates.

      “For three,” Vic advised.

      “Willie is coming over?”

      “That man is going stir crazy. I’m going to take him out to one of his mines and leave him there for a week. He’ll be much happier out in the wilderness than being cooped up in my apartment all the time.”

      Erin looked at her and didn’t bother to point out that Vic still hadn’t gotten herself a driver’s license. Terry had gotten after her for driving a couple of times before, and she was normally happy to just be Erin’s or Willie’s passenger, but she had been known to borrow a vehicle and take off on her own on occasion.

      “I know, I know,” Vic held up her hands in surrender and rolled her eyes. “Don’t let Terry know.”

      “Just tell me beforehand, and I can drive him somewhere.”

      “Drive who?”
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      Erin looked up as Willie came in the door. He gave her a friendly smile.

      “You’re not looking half bad for a dead man,” Erin told him. He was of average height, a little heavyset, and while Erin had known him, his skin had always been stained dark from his mining and processing activities. But since he had been forced to admit how he was being poisoned by the heavy metals he was exposed to and had to mend his ways, using more modern processing methods and protective gear, his skin had lightened several shades.

      His dark stubble was more visible than ever, now that it contrasted with his lighter skin. He still looked like a homeless guy in his ball cap and blue jeans, but not so grubby. She had been afraid of him the first time she had met him. Now she knew he was a good guy, a protective watchdog for her and Vic, and would do anything to protect them. Including pretending to be dead.

      “I feel like I’m doing nothing but sitting around watching soaps all day. Need to get out and do something.”

      “Well, until you’re ready for everyone to know you’re not really dead, you’d better keep your head down. You want me to drop you off somewhere? Vic said something about dropping you down a mineshaft.”

      Willie looked at Vic as she carried the hot casserole dish to the table. Vic shook her head.

      “I didn’t say down a mineshaft. Just… abandoning you somewhere.”

      She set the dish down on a hot pad and gave a little shriek as Willie grabbed her and kissed her. Vic pushed herself away from him after a minute, laughing, her cheeks flushed a bright red.

      “You’re a beast,” she teased.

      “Yes, and tired of being cooped up in a cage all day. Being abandoned out in the wilderness doesn’t sound half bad.”

      He had always been a solitary person, so it wasn’t the fact that he was alone in Vic’s apartment that was making him crazy. It was the fact that he needed to be doing something. He had fixed everything he could in Vic’s apartment in the first few days, and aside from doing a complete renovation, there wasn’t much left for him to occupy himself. Erin couldn’t see any problem with dropping him off on one of his isolated properties in the backwoods. No one would see him to report to the Dyson clan that he wasn’t really dead.

      “Well, you decide where you want to go and pack your bags, and I’ll drop you off in the middle of the night,” Erin promised.

      “Better not be the middle of the night. You need your sleep. But next time you have an afternoon off, or if you want to drop me off before bed some night, it might just save our relationship.”

      Willie smiled at Vic, who took it all in good humor. She probably wouldn’t mind a little space to herself, either. They were both independent, and Willie hadn’t moved in full-time before his “death.” But he couldn’t turn on lights at his house or be seen coming and going by his neighbors when he was supposed to be dead.

      Erin hadn’t seen or heard any big blow-ups between them like they’d had before and during Willie’s chelation therapy for heavy metal poisoning. She’d been worried for a while there about things getting physical. Willie had not been himself.

      But he was back to his old self now, laid back and pleasant most of the time, though she was sure he and Vic still butted heads over some things and got on each other’s nerves living too close together.

      The three of them worked together to set the table and sat down to eat. The macaroni casserole was creamy and topped with crispy, savory breadcrumbs. The rich scent of melted cheese filled the air, and Erin wished she could eat the whole dish. But she limited herself to one small serving and rounded out the meal with the salad and peas.

      They had just barely sat down when there was a scratching at the back door, and Vic got up to let in Nilla, the little white dog she had adopted after the death of his owner. He ran in and immediately approached Orange Blossom, earning himself a hiss and a swipe at his nose. Undeterred, Nilla ran over to Marshmallow. All Marshmallow did was thump his back legs on the floor, not kicking Nilla in the face. Nilla ran to the front door, barking and wagging his tail—and the rest of his body—excitedly.

      “You just came inside,” Vic told him in exasperation. “If you want to play outside, you go out back.”

      But the lock on the door turned, and Terry opened the door. Nilla rushed up to greet K9 and jump up on Terry’s legs. Terry growled and pushed him back. “Down, Nilla. Sit.”

      Nilla growled and backed up. He barked his objections at Terry, who stomped one foot to back him up more. Nilla tended not to like men other than Willie. Even though he knew Terry and was used to him, they were not great friends.

      Terry pointed to the back door. “Go play outside,” he told K9.

      K9 eagerly dashed for the back door, and Nilla followed. Vic let the two dogs out into the backyard and stood at the door for a moment, watching them. She turned back to the table.

      “I thought you weren’t going to make it for dinner!” Erin told Terry. She smiled to let him know she was pleased, not disappointed, by his unexpected arrival.

      “I managed to get things cleared up faster than I expected, so I took the chance you would still be eating or there would be leftovers.” He sniffed the air and nodded approvingly at the table. “I have to say I am not disappointed to give up fast food for one night.”

      “Oh, you have to try this casserole,” Erin told him, “I’ve never tasted anything so good.”

      Vic put another plate and cutlery on the table at Terry’s chair. It made for a cozy table, but Erin didn’t mind.

      “It’s to die for,” Willie quipped.

      “Oh, that’s terrible,” Vic giggled, slapping him lightly on the arm.

      She and Terry sat down in their places and resumed the meal.

      “So,” Willie wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Any chatter? Is everything still quiet?”

      “Haven’t picked up any rumors of you being alive. You’re safe for the time being. Although, I thought you were going to stay inside at Vic’s to avoid anyone seeing you.”

      Willie shrugged. “I think I’m pretty safe going back and forth between the garage and the house, as long as I check to make sure there isn’t anyone out in their yards or over here for a visit. Vic said it was safe.”

      Terry nodded as he shoveled several bites of casserole into his mouth. He burned a lot of calories on patrol and chasing down calls. “You still need to be careful.”

      “I am. We were just talking about me staying at one of the mines for a few days. Give us both a bit of space.”

      Terry raised a brow. “Might be a good idea,” he said with a nod. “Gets you out of the way and somewhere you don’t have to worry about being careful not to be spotted. Vic can come and go and not worry about a friend showing up at the door and creating an awkward situation.”

      Vic nodded. “People are starting to back off a little, but there are still a lot who figure I need someone with me all the time. Don’t people who are grieving ever want to be alone?”

      “I think it’s because there hasn’t been a funeral,” Erin contributed. “People generally go back to normal after the funeral, but since you haven’t had any kind of memorial, they are still waiting.”

      Vic rubbed her forehead. “Well, I’m not having a funeral. I’ve told everyone that I’m waiting for answers back from Willie’s extended family and that the police haven’t released the body yet. But sooner or later, people are going to figure out that I’m stalling.”

      “People probably won’t stop sending their love until you’ve had some kind of service,” Terry advised, agreeing with Erin.

      “But I can’t! Not when I know he’s not dead. It’s bad enough that I’m accepting everyone’s flowers and meals. I don’t think they’d ever forgive me if I put on a sham funeral. Besides, funerals are really expensive. I had no idea.” She shook her head in amazement.

      Willie frowned, lines appearing between his brows. He ate a couple more bites before inquiring. “How do you know that? Have you actually been looking into it?”

      “Well… I did, sort of. Just to see what the prices were like. I wasn’t planning on having one. But they charge by the hour for all the attendants that come and frown solemnly at everyone. And I’d need to take out a mortgage to buy a casket.”

      “You can’t take out a mortgage on a property you don’t own,” Erin pointed out.

      “Well, yeah, exactly. I don’t know how I would get the money otherwise. Start pulling bank jobs, maybe. I’m sure Pa could set me up with some people, but the clan would never give me that kind of money, no matter how big the job was.”

      While Willie had been caught up with the Dyson clan, Vic had grown up in the Jackson clan, their rivals. It was all very Romeo-and-Juliet. Or would have been, if Romeo had been twice Juliet’s age and they lived together for a while before Juliet realized he had once been part of the Dyson clan.

      Both had renounced their families, but that hadn’t prevented the clan from pulling Willie back into things and forcing him to accept the leadership of the Dyson clan—before he had escaped by making it look as though he had been killed.

      The doorbell rang and Erin looked at Vic, rolling her eyes. They all knew it wasn’t going to be for Erin. But she was the homeowner, so she would be the one to answer the door and tell them that Vic was not available right now. She stood up and went to the door, looking back over her shoulder to the kitchen to make sure Willie had removed himself from the line of sight of the front door before opening it.

      “A couple of arrangements for Vic,” Fiona McKinley advised, offering Erin two new condolence arrangements. One was dominated by gorgeous white lilies.

      “Oh, these are lovely,” she told Fiona, dipping her nose down as if to smell the lilies, but she didn’t inhale, finding the scent overpowering even at a distance. “I’ll pass them on.”

      “How is Miss Victoria? Everyone asks; it would be good if I had something to tell them.”

      “She’s doing as well as can be expected,” Erin said carefully. “She’s trying to go on with life the best she can right now. Under the circumstances.”

      She tried not to disclose anything or to say anything that people would throw back in her face when they found out that Willie was actually alive. She hadn’t told Fiona anything that was untrue. Fiona just didn’t know the actual circumstances Vic was trying to deal with.

      “Well, give her our love. Everyone is thinking of her. If there is anything she needs, you’ll be sure to tell us, won’t you?”

      “Yes, of course,” Erin agreed.

      She waited for Fiona to withdraw, but she stayed there, hesitating, looking as though there were something else she wanted to say. Erin shook her head uncertainly. Fiona had already said everything that could be expected.

      “I heard… that you got a strange note at the bakery today,” Fiona offered awkwardly. She smoothed her long, dark hair as if it were untidy, but it was not. She looked very sleek and professional, always a walking, talking advertisement for her efficient and well-run shop.

      “Oh. Yes, I did. I don’t think it was anything serious, though. Just a prank.”

      “Someone said that it was a prophecy of death and destruction.”

      “Well… I wouldn’t have put it that way, exactly. It wasn’t exactly a prophecy.”

      “Oh?” Fiona looked disappointed. “That’s what I heard. It sounded like… something you got from a fortune cookie or an oracle.”

      “Well, maybe, yes,” Erin agreed. “Very vague and open to interpretation. You know how these things are. They want you to make something of coincidences. But it isn’t…” Erin searched helplessly for the right word, “prophetic.”

      “What did it say?” Fiona asked. “Do you still have it? Could I see it?”

      “Uh, no.” Erin put her hand on the door and pushed it a quarter inch toward Fiona. “I’m sorry, I was in the middle of dinner…”

      “Oh.” Fiona’s upbringing took over and she immediately remembered herself. “Of course, I’m so sorry to interrupt your meal. I just thought I would get those to you on my way home.”

      Fiona knew there wasn’t any point in paying someone to deliver the arrangements to Erin during the day, when she wasn’t even there.

      “It’s no problem,” Erin assured her.

      Fiona nodded and withdrew, allowing Erin to close the door. She considered turning off the front light, but she didn’t want any of the ladies tripping out there if they brought over a dish, plant, or expression of condolence for Vic. So she left it on and returned to the table. She showed the arrangements to Vic and then put them on the counter before sneezing loudly.
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