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Chapter One
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MY FIRST SIGN that Aunt Kit was close was the sudden flurry of rain pounding against the glass of my large kitchen window. Only a minute ago the sky had been clear blue with spotless sun, but now it was covered in steel gray obscured by the downpouring rain.

Lissa, my new vampire assistant, paused next to me, a pie crust half flattened in front of her. “What in the world...”

I added some comfort of home potion to my pie filling, a drop at a time so as not to over-magic it, and flashed a smile up at her as the spicy scents of nutmeg and cinnamon wafted around us. I had mentioned my aunt was coming, but as far as she knew, the rain was unconnected.

I knew better.

Sure enough, within half an hour a knock echoed through Pie-Jinks. I wiped my hands on my apron, shuffled around my kitchen crowded by Lissa and my two sprite friends, Oak and Cardamom—always hanging around in the hopes of scraps and extra pies—and made my way to the entry hall. I hurried to open the door before Aunt Kit could knock again, excited to see the woman I hadn’t seen in years.

I swung the door open with a grin. “Aunt Kit!”

A tall, slim woman wearing a patchwork coat of purple, pink, and green turned to face me with a smile of her own. She tipped a large, deep purple hat back, the pooled rainwater streaming off behind her to the porch. “One of my two favorite nieces!”

I rolled my eyes and stepped aside, beckoning her inside with a nervous glance up the stairs where my house hob, Thea, slept. She was grumpy when guests woke her up, since she worked all night.

Aunt Kit handed me an old-fashioned carpetbag—she always did travel like a storybook character—and proceeded to hang her hat on the coat rack and unwrap miles of scarf from around her neck. She stepped out of muddy boots... too muddy for wandering through town. Where exactly had she been?

The wind howled behind her, sending the rain over the porch rail, across the stack of pumpkins waiting to be carved and the garland of fall leaves around my door before hitting me with mist. I quickly closed the door against the weather. It would settle once Aunt Kit was settled.

Something crashed in the kitchen, and then the pitter-patter of tiny sprite feet stampeded into the hall. I cringed, leaping out of the path of the sprites. They jumped around her legs like excited children (a mistake only someone who didn’t see their creepy smiles would make) as if sensing her true nature, the magic she held within. It was still family magic, but... different.

Aunt Kit reached for the carpetbag. She snapped it open and extracted a handful of brightly wrapped candies, handing them to the sprites.

Great. Just what they needed. But then again, they had once turned half my house into candy. Maybe this was just their love language or something.

I rubbed my hand over my face anyway, imagining how they would be bouncing off the walls soon. I’d have to talk to her about how much energy those two had and how they’d already had an entire leftover pie that morning and how they really didn’t need candy on top of that.

But the words faded before I could even say them. There would hopefully be time for that later. For now, my aunt was visiting, and I hadn’t seen her in at least five years.

We dropped her bag in the corner guest room, tiptoed back down the stairs, and returned to the kitchen where I situated her with a slice of extra pie (yes, now that I had a real assistant, I could make extra pies!) and a cup of coffee. I was already on my third of the morning.

I glanced up at my assistant as she slid a pie in the oven. “Lissa, I’d like you to meet my aunt, Kit. She’s a candy witch.”

Lissa smiled a fanged, toothy smile. “Good to meet you.” Her eyes flicked to the window where rain hit the glass in a sudden flurry.

Aunt Kit smiled. “A vampire? It’s very interesting to meet you.” She stirred honey into the coffee, something I’d never seen anyone else do. I’d always assumed it had something to do with her candy witch nature—that love for nature’s own candy, honey. She slathered it on almost everything she ate.

That reminded me: I’d have to pick some more up from Clover if I expected my stores to last through Aunt Kit’s visit. We’d settled on a vanilla bean custard pie to showcase his honey, so I had an assortment filling my cabinet (for the moment). It had been... uncertain if our business partnership would last, but despite how he’d accidentally brought a flower toxic to Fae into Cider Hollow, I couldn’t blame him for it too much. It seemed he’d been tricked somehow, though Forrest, my own Fae prince, still hadn’t gotten back to me about who might have sent him the seeds.

Lissa’s muscles tensed as Aunt Kit identified her as a vampire and her smile grew strained. Flour exploded around her as she dropped more onto the counter for rolling out another crust, and I had to stifle a laugh. I couldn’t make fun of her, or she’d quit. She was so sensitive about her abilities here.

“Yes, but she’s an artist, like us,” I said to rescue her. “She’s new to town. We had a bit of a... kerfuffle last week, so she’s working with me and keeping a low profile.”

Better to warn her now than have it come out in a way Lissa didn’t want. Still, Lissa ducked her head, returning to rolling out dough. If she wasn’t a vampire, she might have flushed in embarrassment. Maybe I had said too much. I bit my lip and rested a hand on my friend’s shoulder for a moment.

“A low profile,” Kit said. “How fascinating.” She waggled her finger between the two sprites, who were still sorting through the candy she’d given them. “And what’s the story with these two?”

Where to even begin?

As I returned to preparing fillings and assembling pies, I said, “They’re part of the local Court and have taken a liking to me.”

“We’re not the only ones,” Cardamom giggled. She flashed me a bright white smile outlined in sugary blue.

Aunt Kit looked back at me expectantly, and heat flooded my face. The tendril of blonde hair that had escaped its messy bun shifted to the blush pink of embarrassment.

“Well I can tell there’s a story here,” she said. “Hair doesn’t lie.”

I glanced over at her, for the first time seeing her hair shift in a plethora of colors. Right now, it was shifting between sunshine yellow and static gray—happiness and anxiety. I glanced down at her plate, but she’d hardly touched her slice. Maybe if she’d just finish it, she would feel better. I’d made sure to add plenty of peace to the extra pie.

I nodded my head at it. “Is something wrong with custard pie?”

She sipped her coffee. “Dear, you are no more clever than your mother. If I didn’t fall for her tricks, I won’t fall for yours either. I can smell your potions a mile away.” She lifted her nose, as if sniffing the air. “Speaking of which, it smells like you’ve used some standard ingredients recently. I thought you kept to the emotion pies?”

Just like Mom, shifting the topic to suit her. That was fine, for now. “Part of last week’s kerfuffle. I had to break into that emergency box you sent me.”

Aunt Kit nodded. “Then it’s a good thing I brought fresh supplies for you.”

I flashed her a smile. “You’re the best!”

She shrugged, smiling back as if she’d always known how great she was, when someone knocked on the door again. My house was becoming a regular waypoint.

I started wiping my hands on my apron again, but Kit waved me off, setting her coffee down and rising to her feet.

“Please, dear,” she said. “Let me. You’re obviously very busy with this booming business!” I could hear the pride in her voice, and it warmed my stomach like the best hot chocolate on a blustery day.

“It’s probably my delivery boy,” I said, sliding a pie into a box. “He picks up the first deliveries around now.”

She raised her eyebrows as she swept toward the door. “The first delivery! How fancy.”

She vanished into the entry hall while Lissa and I packaged the set of early-morning pies, reappearing a moment later with Luke, as I’d expected. And suddenly my kitchen felt even smaller.

I hurried to send Luke off with the pies, sighing in relief as he left again. How long could I put up with such cramped quarters?
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AUNT KIT WAITED PATIENTLY, switching to tea and drinking several cups until all the pies were done and Luke had picked up all the deliveries. Finally, I hung up my apron, said goodbye to Lissa, and changed into something more appropriate for the brisk fall air and still-falling rain: fleece-lined leggings and a cable-knit sage-green sweater.

I rejoined Aunt Kit in the living room, taking a moment to build up a fire in the fireplace before settling onto the couch. Aunt Kit had moved to an armchair in the corner, sipping at another cup of tea, a cider-scented candle flickering on the table next to her. The sprites sat in front of the fireplace, talking softly in their unknown language, trading candies between them.

My stomach fluttered as I sat, dreading the coming conversation. I was happy to see Aunt Kit, of course, but besides not knowing why she was here... some strange things were happening to my magic that my mom couldn’t explain. I was hoping Aunt Kit would have more insight. But I was also terrified of what she might have to say.

“It seems business is going well.” Aunt Kit smiled over at me, her eyes flicking over the gray streaks in my hair.

Darn that magic. I couldn’t ever hide anything! Mom was way better at it than I was.

Or Aunt Kit. She still had gray and yellow warring in her own hair.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm the magic. “It’s definitely picked up. I wouldn’t be able to manage without Lissa’s help.”

“That’s a pretty good problem to have.” She sipped her tea, face placid.

I rubbed my hands on my thighs. They were sweating now. “It is.”

She gazed at me a moment longer, then finally said, “What’s on your mind, sweet stuff?”

What was on my mind? So many things! Why was Aunt Kit here? What was up with my magic? Did I need to be worried about any of this?

Where to start?

I opened and closed my mouth a couple times before finally getting out, “What brings you here? I mean, we haven’t seen you in five years. Why now?”

At that, Aunt Kit set her teacup down on the saucer and set it on the table next to the candle. Her face went from soft and interested to hard, cold, closed. “Can’t a woman just visit her family without the third degree? Speaking of which, how about we surprise your mother?”

She blew out the candle and stood, hurrying from the room and leaving me to wonder what just happened.
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WE STEPPED ONTO THE porch, the sprites on my heels. The rain fell in a curtain of white noise just off the porch, and I winced, mentally mapping the distance between Pie-Jinks and Mom’s house. By the time we got there, we’d be soaked through.

“Can’t you do something about this?” I said, gesturing toward the clouds as I locked the door.

“’Fraid not, sweetie pie,” Aunt Kit said. “The weather just kind of follows me, you know?”

I sighed and popped open my umbrella. It had been worth a try, but Aunt Kit was still convinced she couldn’t control the weather. Even though all the rest of us could see how closely it was linked to her state of mind and emotions. None of us doubted she was a weather witch. The stormy weather now, complete with wind and rain, told me just how anxious she was to be here. But why she was anxious to be home was anyone’s guess. Maybe because she hadn’t been back in so long?

Aunt Kit opened her own umbrella, and the sprites crowded close to my legs as we stepped off the porch. Whatever had brought her back, she seemed intent on keeping it from me. But if anyone could get her to talk, it would be my mother.

The umbrella did little to protect us from the driving rain. As I’d feared, it only took a block for the water to soak through my leggings, though my rain coat did a decent job keeping my sweater dry at least. No one else seemed stupid enough to be out in this gale, not even driving on the streets.

We finally arrived at Mom’s only a few short blocks away—though it felt like miles. Mom threw open the door as we climbed the steps, even though I hadn’t texted her to let her know we were on our way.

“Kit?” she said, blinking at her sister. “What are you doing in Cider Hollow?”

Aunt Kit shook out her umbrella under the porch’s protection and snapped it closed, then smiled up at Mom. “Nice to see you too, Kat.”

“Can we have this exchange inside?” I said, cutting off their hellos. I closed my own umbrella and shook it out away from the sprites as they shivered against my legs. “I think Oak and Cardamom could use some tea.”

“Hot chocolate!” Cardamom raised a tiny hand.

“Yeah!” Oak echoed. “Hot chocolate!”

Mom shook her head, as if clearing a daze. “Of course, please.” She stepped back, allowing us in as she turned to yell over her shoulder. “Heath, light the fire, would you?”

We peeled off whatever sodden clothing we could and left our boots just inside the door before making our way to the living room. Dad hunched over the fireplace, arranging a stack of logs and lighting a pile of what looked like crumpled printer paper. He grumbled something under his breath, but he looked up as we entered, simply holding up a hand in greeting.

“Hey, Dad.” I started to sit on one of the armchairs, then jumped up. Mom would kill me if I sat on her furniture right now. If only one of the family witches could magically dry clothes.

Aunt Kit strode in behind me, and Dad did a double-take. “Kit?”

She smiled her bright smile. “Heath.”

The sprites hurried in on her heels, making a beeline for the fireplace as the first log caught. Dad replaced the fire screen and straightened with an audible pop. We stood in awkward silence for several long moments, and then Mom bustled through the door with a stack of fluffy towels.

“Kit, I don’t know why you let the rain soak everyone to the bone,” she said. “You really ought to do something about that.”

Aunt Kit took one of the towels and started drying herself off, dabbing at her clothes. “Kat, not this again. Please. I’m a candy witch, not a weather witch.”

I rolled my eyes, but no one noticed. Probably for the best; I’d only get scolded for sassing my elders.

Mom handed out the rest of the towels and took a seat on the couch. “Reese, dear, could you give us a few moments? Maybe take the sprites into the kitchen for their hot chocolate? You may as well put on a pot for tea, too.”

I could tell when I was being dismissed. “Come on, guys.” I waved at the sprites. “Dad, you in?”

“Actually,” Mom said, “why don’t you come sit with me, Heath?”

I eyed them suspiciously, but I took the sprites’ hands and led them to the kitchen. My parents seemed to think something was up with Aunt Kit, something they didn’t want to share with me. But maybe I could still catch some of the conversation from the kitchen.

The sprites chattered to each other in their language as I released their hands just inside the door. A low hum of conversation filtered in from the living room, but I couldn’t hear over Oak and Cardamom.

“Can you stop talking?” I said, eyeing the open doorway. The dining table shone between us and the living room, giving me a clear shot to the couches. Hopefully they wouldn’t notice me.

Cardamom pouted at me. “Reeeese!”

I flinched. “Sorry. That didn’t come out right.”

“Are you trying to eavesdrop?” Oak said, too loudly.

I held up my hand, shushing him.

“The Prince says we’re not to do that anymore,” Cardamom added.

“Well, the Prince isn’t here,” I said. “Don’t you want to hear why my Aunt Kit is here?”

“We want hot chocolate!” Oak said.

I sighed. “Okay. If I make your hot chocolate, will you let me listen?”

They nodded enthusiastically, and I smiled tightly at them. I loved the sprites, but they certainly were a handful. They may be sweet and thoughtful and loving, but they could still be loud and troublesome.

Now that the sprites were quiet, I could just barely hear Mom’s voice. If I’d known they were going to do this to me, I would have made extra potion pie bites to give me super hearing or something.

“Kit, you haven’t been back in five years,” Mom was saying. “What’s going on?”

I pulled milk from the fridge and set about finding the other ingredients for a stovetop hot chocolate. Maybe I’d add a little cayenne to surprise them.

“Can’t I just visit my favorite sister?” Aunt Kat said in response.

Mom hesitated. “Maybe if you’d told me you were coming. But you only told Reese. And I have to wonder why?”

That was a very good point. Why wouldn’t Aunt Kit tell Mom she was coming? She’d been fine with just surprising Mom this morning, but she’d asked me not to say anything until after she got here. And she’d asked to stay at Pie-Jinks instead of with Mom.

The living room fell silent. Finally, Aunt Kat said, “What if I told you it was better you didn’t know?”

My hands stilled over the pot, a cup of cocoa powder poised over still-cold milk. What could possibly be too dangerous to share with my mom? Even though she didn’t really practice anymore, she was still a powerful witch.

“I’d say you’re crazy,” Mom responded.

We locked eyes across the dining table, and Mom stood and crossed the room to the pocket door separating the dining room from the living room. With a stern look that told me she knew I heard it all, she slid the door shut.

I sighed and turned back to the pot, adding the rest of the ingredients and a dash of cayenne. It was a variation on Mexican hot chocolate, one I hoped the sprites would appreciate. I could use a bit of spice on such a blustery, strange day.

As I stirred the pot, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I extracted it, still stirring, and flushed as Prince Forrest’s name flashed onto the screen.

“I know that look,” Oak said.

Cardamom just giggled.

They would find it funny. They deserved credit for bringing Forrest and I together over a dessert competition—by tormenting me and almost making me quit baking—but they also thought it was hilarious to tease me about it every chance they got. Forrest and I had finally had our first official date last week, just after that whole issue with Lissa, but our second date had been up in the air.

Until now, apparently. And he still wanted to go see the cranberry bog, the same one that had been every class’s field trip as long as the bog had existed outside town. Though, I did love that place... the rustic feel, the warm smells, the crisp fall air. And I had been there at least five times during my school days. To be truthful, I was kind of excited to take Forrest and share this piece of my past, this part of Cider Hollow’s culture.

But a Fae this excited to visit it? What a weird request.
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Chapter Two
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THE NEXT MORNING, I once again found myself crowded out of my own kitchen. I bumped elbows with Lissa at least three times in half an hour and tripped on the sprites a good bit more before I got frustrated and stepped out onto the porch for some fresh air.

I closed the door softly behind me and lifted my chin to the sky, though the sun still wasn’t out. The air was cool on my skin, carrying a bite, mist from the remnants of the rain, and the crisp scent of leaves. The clouds scudding across the sky promised more rain to come—as did the weatherman.

“Rough morning?”

I jumped at Aunt Kit’s voice and spun to see her sitting on the porch swing. I held a hand over my pounding heart. “I didn’t know you were out here. I thought you were still asleep.”

Aunt Kit rolled her eyes and swirled tea in a mug she was holding. I hadn’t even seen her get it from the kitchen—unless she’d conjured it? “Why? Because the rain stopped?”

Well, yes, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. Not with that anger in her eyes. It filled the air around her. If I made pies with negative emotions, I’d be able to fill at least three vials from that miasma.

“Because it’s early,” I said instead. It was half true, at least. It was just after seven, and Lissa and I had been working for two hours already.

Aunt Kit stretched her legs out in front of her. “My joints were aching. Woke me up an hour ago, so I figured I’d get some air. And you have such a nice porch.” She patted the open seat on the swing next to her. “Come sit with your aunt. Let’s catch up a little. If you’re shirking duties, that is.” She winked.

I flushed, pink embarrassment streaking through my hair. Or was it guilt? Maybe a mix. But I still found myself crossing the porch boards to settle next to her on the fluffy orange cushion. For a few moments, we simply swung gently, letting the wind dance around us and enjoying the decorations. I’d stacked a couple bales of hay against the siding and added red leaf-print pillows to the porch swing, not to mention the pumpkins and mums that added splashes of yellow, orange, and red to the otherwise neutral colors of the porch.

“So,” Aunt Kit finally said. “Tell me about him.”

I leaned back and blinked at her. “What?”

She rolled her eyes again. “Oh, please, my dear. I know you’re dating him. Even if your mother didn’t tell me yesterday, your reaction just now and your friendly little autumn sprites spoke volumes.”

More pink overtook the blonde in my hair, and I nervously adjusted my glasses. Coincidentally, the shade of embarrassment in my hair perfectly matched the plastic frames. “Forrest?”

Aunt Kit waggled her eyebrows and shimmied her shoulders. “Ooh, first name basis with the Autumn Prince, is it?”

She’d been here one day. And already she was in my business. I’d forgotten how much she loved to be involved in people’s business.

But it was actually okay. I’d talked to Maple and Lissa so much about him already, I kind of felt bad gushing to them any more than I already had. Aunt Kit was a pair of fresh ears eager to hear everything.

“Well,” I began. “I guess you could say it started at the Harvest Festival a few weeks ago.”

“Weeks? That explains the giddiness.” She smiled and poked my side.

I tucked a blush-pink strand of hair behind my ear and filled her in, starting with the announcement of a baking contest with an amazing cash prize (which got me through my hardest month since quitting the day job), through the sprites wreaking absolute havoc on me and my bakery, and ending with bonding with Forrest over a rather unique pumpkin spice blueberry pie—the same one that won me the contest. Aunt Kit listened attentively, barely interrupting, seemingly enraptured by my story.

By the time I finished, she had a knowing grin on her face. She downed the rest of her tea and stared into the bottom of the cup for a few moments, her face growing serious. Beyond the porch, the rain started again, slow and light, almost matching the mist in my aunt’s eyes. What was going on in that head?

“Aunt Kit?” I said.

She blinked and looked back up at me. “Hmm? Oh! Right, your prince. My dear, I have seen a lot of matches in my time—and made a few myself.”

I nodded. I’d forgotten she used to be a matchmaker. Mom had even tried to get her to find me a man after my own breakup.

Aunt Kit turned slightly toward me, and the swing slowed its rocking. “I can see great strength in your future. But also great trials. You must overcome them together, or the power the two of you could hold together will be nothing more than a candle in the wind.”

I adjusted my glasses, uncomfortable at the shift in the atmosphere. I’d never heard her talk like this, almost like giving a prophecy. But very few witches actually had that ability, and it didn’t run in our family.

Unless there was something else Mom hadn’t told me.

“Aunt Kit, why are you really here?” I blurted out.

Her eyes refocused on me, and she lowered the teacup. “I don’t think your mother wants to share that. Heck, I didn’t even want to share it with her.”

“How about a hint?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, darling.”

Something crashed in the kitchen, and I jumped. A split second later, tiny feet pattered to the front door, and the door swung open to reveal Oak and Cardamom, faces matching and every movement in unison, as usual.

“Reese, we need you!” they said at the same time.

Of course. I cast one last glance at Aunt Kit’s melancholy face, then stood with a sigh. Someone had to keep this bakery running.
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BY THE TIME THE LAST order was out the door, I had about had it with everything and everyone in that tiny kitchen. When it had been just me, it didn’t feel so small. But with the sprites there every day and now Lissa constantly bumping elbows with me, the kitchen was overflowing with stress. But I had too many orders now to handle them on my own. Without Lissa’s help, I’d be sunk in a week.

How long could I tolerate the close quarters, though? And just what was I supposed to do about it?

I poured another cup of coffee into my Basic Witch mug, added more creamer than I probably should have, and collapsed into a kitchen chair across from Aunt Kit. Sometime during the last hour, she had wandered into the kitchen too, adding to the claustrophobia even seated with the sprites at the table. Now, she simply sipped at another tea and flipped through a magazine, Modern Witch. A smiling winter witch stared at me where I sipped, sending chills into my bones. She might be the current on-trend witch, but there was something off with her. Was she even a witch?

My phone chimed a cheery tune on the table, for once not on vibrate. I sighed again, exhausted from all the social interaction of the morning, but I checked the screen anyway.

“Oh, fairy circles and toadstools!” I cursed.

Aunt Kit lowered the magazine. “Pardon?”

I picked the phone up and started tapping out a message as I rose, ruefully leaving my coffee behind. “Lissa and I were supposed to meet Maple for brunch in ten minutes. I completely forgot.”

Lissa froze next to me, still carrying a canister of flour toward the pantry. “Ooh, me too.”

Aunt Kit’s eyes sparkled. “I always did like that girl. How is she doing?”

“Good,” I responded automatically, focused on responding to Maple’s text to tell her we would be late.

Aunt Kit sipped her tea and picked the magazine back up. “Tell her hello. I’ll call her mother while I’m here, see if we can set up some dinner plans.”

I nodded absently. “Sounds good. I gotta go, though. Will you be okay here?”

“Darling, I’ve been a single witch longer than you’ve been alive. Go, be young, have fun!”

I gave her a quick smile, then darted upstairs to switch out my flour-covered clothes for a fresh pair of leggings and a dusty rose-colored cable knit sweater. I rushed down the stairs in time to meet up with Lissa coming out of the downstairs powder room, her makeup refreshed and most of the flour dusted off her own clothes.

“Do you need an umbrella?” I said, pulling on my boots and glancing out the window on the side of the front door.

“I always carry my own,” she said with a smile. She leaned down toward the oversized teal tote bag she carried and withdrew a dark purple umbrella with painted cherry blossoms along the bottom. “Can’t be too careful. I don’t always have appropriate sunscreen.”

I nodded, thinking back to the last time I’d seen her in the sun. As a new vampire, she was too sensitive to the sun’s rays and had to have some kind of protection. At best, she’d get a severe burn. At worst, she’d burst into flames. And neither of us wanted that. Even with the problems she’d been involved in the last couple weeks (not her fault!), no one would want her to turn to ashes.
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