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Chapter 1


Tuesday

9:22 am

A woman with a hoodie pulled over her head was breaking into the shop across the street. She was hunched over the front door, with her back to the gold doorbell shaped like an eye, and yanking on the door handle. It was a poor break-in. The logical answer would have been to go around the back and break a window or dismantle the lock. 
The mysterious woman tried it a few more times before giving up and hurrying away. Other than the hoodie and furtive glances she kept shooting, I would have thought nothing of it. This had to be either her first foray into crime, or she was the world’s worst burglar.
The shop had been sitting empty for a while now, and no one knew what it was going to become. It used to be a charms shop before the owner became a recluse and abandoned his business.
I had half a mind to chase down the woman and demand answers, but she was already gone. Plus, I couldn’t leave my magical coffee shop on a whim. Again. It’d be bad for business.
I was standing behind the counter of Magic Brew, finishing up brewing a vampire latte order.
“Wren, you ready to get all the hot gossip today?” I asked the town busybody as I handed her the latte. 
The only thing more intense than Wren Russo’s favorite shade of bright red lipstick was her dedication to keeping a keen ear to all the goings-ons of Desert Spell. As she was in her mid-sixties, she had plenty of practice listening to private conversations and possessed a ton of backstory to everything she heard.
She winked. “It’s been a slow start, but I’m sure something exciting will be brewing shortly. Mason Johnson, that magic inspector, is making his rounds and he hasn’t shut down any businesses today, but I heard he put some dire warnings on a couple places yesterday.”
“Well, if he thinks he’ll find anything unusual here, he’d be dead wrong.”
I, Coral Lake, might occasionally dash out of work for a good cause, but I kept everything up to code. There was nothing untoward about my potions, my coffee, or persistent curiosity for things I should probably leave alone. 
I wore a flowy blue blouse, jeans, and sandals. My wavy golden brown hair was pulled up into a loose bun. A few stray strands stuck out the sides, and I could do with lathering my locks with a bath of conditioner many times over. But that was why I kept my hair up. Easy, simple, and no one could see my split ends.
My coffee shop, Magic Brew, served the residents of Desert Spell and its many visitors. With The Enchanting Desert Resort next door, I got a lot of traffic from vacationers looking for a magical pick-me-up.
Desert Spell was the premier destination for anyone looking to immerse themselves in a magical place. People had powers all throughout the country, but here, in the hot and dry desert land of Southern California, there was one town where magical folk had long made their home—and used it to their advantage to keep the cash flow coming.
Magic Brew was small and cozy. Floor to ceiling windows faced the street and the back walls were black and white checkered tile. The flooring was gray granite with a marbled effect. The tables were glass with black chairs that had thick black cushions. The counter with the register was white marbled granite. A tip jar sat on the counter, labeled, Pay me and I’ll set off fireworks. A crow was perched on a ladle next to a cauldron on the table in the corner. 
I watched the empty shop for a few more minutes, but nothing happened. No one even walked by. Someone did, however, come in to my shop. I had a few people calmly sipping coffee and enjoying the morning, but the newcomer did not have the same relaxed air to her.
It was a middle-aged woman with a floppy hat, sunscreen streaks on her cheeks, and an upturned nose strolling in to Magic Brew. She studied the menu hanging on the wall behind the register for a couple minutes before plopping her large purse on the counter.
“Hi, I’d like a potion coffee to-go. My name is Joyce,” she said as she dug in her purse for her wallet. She was having a lot of trouble doing so and kept huffing and puffing while muttering to herself about how it had to be somewhere inside.
I tapped my fingers on the counter. “Check the sign.”
She glanced at the menu, where a sign was hanging below it: This is the coffee menu. Not the potion menu.
“This is a coffee shop. I make coffee. No charms or spells involved. Just beans and filtered water. Sometimes some vampire saliva milk. But that’s up to you,” I said.
Joyce found her wallet, pulling it out of her purse like a grand prize she won. “No, my niece told me you make the most amazing potion drinks. I want to try one.”
I leaned in. “Tell you what. If you can find the secret menu, then maybe I can whip up a vampire latte.”
She dropped her wallet back in her purse. “All right, where’s the menu?”
“I’m sure you’ll find it,” I said, pointedly looking at a small black table in the corner, where a cauldron was peacefully resting.
“If you’re not going to tell me, then I’ll have your house blend.”
“Coming right up.” I got Joyce her coffee and she wandered over to the table with the cauldron.
A guy in his late twenties with sandy blond hair, a lean and muscled physique, and a sparkle in his chocolate eyes was sitting at the table closest to me. He crossed his arms. “That’s a slick way of getting some extra cash.”
“Oh, is it?” I asked innocently.
Rowan Brewer took a sip from his normal coffee mug. “Definitely.”
“There’s something strange happening at the shop across the street,” I told Rowan. “No one’s been in or out for months and now, there’s suddenly someone skulking around?”
Rowan laughed. “Maybe it’s the mysterious owner, finally here to check on the place.”
I shook my head. “No self-respecting owner would act so suspiciously.”
“What are you going to do about it? Close down shop again for a mid-day stroll?”
I narrowed my eyes. “You know I left to track down the guy stealing my mugs—and I caught him, too.”
“Oh yeah, you caught a ten-year-old boy with a mug. You’re some detective.” Rowan leaned back in his chair, completely at ease. “Just like that lady over there. She thinks she’s uncovered a whole new world of coffee opportunities.”
He was referring to Joyce, who was currently stirring the cauldron. A puff of thick white fog rose a couple feet above it. Dark-colored words appeared against the fog and listed different potion options. I squinted to see them. If I lifted the binoculars hanging around my neck, I could read the menu. I refused to get glasses—not because I had anything against them, I just couldn’t accept that my vision was failing me. I’d come up with a potion for it one day. . .
Smoky Ash—Health tonic
A Drop of Magic—Faster movement
Magic Eraser—Slower movement
I changed the potions from time to time. There were three categories to being a witch or wizard: Spells, potions, and charms. Witches and wizards could only perform magic in one of those categories. Spells were for the flashy witches who pointed their finger at water and made it boil in seconds. Potions were for witches who wanted to brew a little something extra in liquid form, like a way to move faster.
Magical or not, there was never enough hours in the day to get everything done. Or, a witch could throw together a bundle of flowers or grab a necklace and infuse a color-changing charm into it. Then a witch could get a hair dye job for a fraction of the normal cost.
The crow standing on the table next to the cauldron looked at Joyce. “Too bad none of them will make you magical.”
Joyce leapt back, clutching her floppy hat so it wouldn’t slip off her head. Then she leaned in, peering at the crow in delight. “Are you real or a charm or spell or something?”
The crow ruffled her feathers, affronted. “I’m very real, thank you very much.”
“Raven, stop bothering the customers,” I called out to the crow, who flew over Joyce’s head to join me at the register.
Joyce returned to me at the counter and dropped a few coins in the tip jar. Miniature fireworks shot out of the jar. She clasped her hands together in delight, then pushed her white mug to me, the motion causing the coffee to slosh around the mug and spill out the sides. A pink lipstick stain was on the rim. She turned her mug so I couldn’t see it.
“I wanted the potion coffee originally, so I’m going to need a refund.”
I glanced at the mug and then at her. “I’m so sorry, but I can’t accept returns. Which potion would you like?”
Joyce sighed. “Smoky Ash. I need a pick-me-up. I had a stressful morning arguing with an absolute idiot over magic. And now he’s followed me into here. I’m tired of seeing his face, so I’ll need this to-go.”
“This is a sustainable coffee shop, so I only allow reusable mugs. If you’d like to purchase one, I’ve got a few over there.” I gestured to a bookcase with reusable mugs.
Joyce blinked. “Oh. Now, that’s something I can get behind. I always bring my own travel mug from home when I go to my local coffee shop. My friends are going to love that I’ll have a mug from Desert Spell.”
Rowan gave me a wry grin as he sipped his coffee. He dramatically shook his head and I rolled my eyes once Joyce wandered to the bookshelf to investigate the options. A man with a closely-shaved head and ratty shirt came into the shop with a travel mug. Raven shoved the coffee pot towards him and he poured himself a cup before heading out the door.
“Always gotta go that extra mile, huh?” Rowan asked, his warm eyes twinkling.
I raised my eyebrows, nodding towards the crow. “I have a business to run.”
He lowered his voice. “Just don’t let Mason Johnson hear that. He’s been on everyone’s case lately with the magic inspections. I get wanting to make sure everything is up to code and safe, but does he need to tell me my office is an abominable fire hazard?”
I looked over at him. Mason Johnson had acne scarred, rosy cheeks, a paunchy stomach, and zero awareness of anything going on around him. He was lost in his own world, peacefully drinking his coffee, and scribbling notes in a journal. “He hasn’t given me any problems so far.”
Wren Russo, who was now sitting at the table next to Rowan, leaned over. “That’s because he hasn’t given you his report yet,” she whispered loudly. “Watch out for magical waste disposal. You can separate your sticks and feathers all you want, but if you dare place the jars you hold charms in with normal recyclables, then you’ve got another thing coming. Glass jars don’t hold any magical residue, Mason! You take the charms out to use them. It’s completely safe!”
Wren had turned to Mason by the time she finished speaking and angrily crumpled her napkin in her fists. “You almost had me shut down for a simple infraction. I could have lost my shop. Don’t you care about that?”
Mason didn’t look up. “I’m just doing my job.”
“Just doing his job,” Wren spat as she turned back to me. “Can you believe this guy? He’s trying to justify the end of my livelihood by just doing his job. Have a heart.”
Mason had looked up from his journal and opened his mouth to retort, but instead he clutched his chest. He took a few shallow breaths before toppling over.
Raven flew over to him and poked him with her beak. “That’s right, fake a heart attack to prove you have a heart.”
Wren was not having it. “Come on, Mason, get up. Don’t play around.”
Mason didn’t move from the hunched over curl he was in.
I went to him and, kneeling, I saw his unseeing eyes, stiff body, and lack of breath. I stood up, a horror-struck look upon my face. “He’s dead.”
The tranquil shop went dead silent as everyone stared at the body.
Joyce, who had been too entrenched in her mug choices to notice what was going on, plopped down a travel mug on the counter. “This is the one!” she called out, turning around to see Mason on the floor. A shocked expression spread across her face. “Oh, did he have Smoky Ash too? Where’s my original coffee? I’ll stick with that.”
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Chapter 2


Tuesday

10:48 am

It was a strange day when my shop was the epicenter of Desert Spell gossip. A crowd had formed outside Magic Brew. Thanks to the expansive windows, they had a clear view of the investigation going on inside.  
Joyce, Rowan, and Wren were giving their statements to the local law enforcements as I stood with Detective Lake over the body. It was eerie seeing Mason Johnson dead when he had been alive just moments earlier. I had to admit, it was almost a relief that he couldn’t inspect my coffee shop. I kept it up to code—or at least, I tried—but he had a knack for finding a technicality that could shut a place down. 
Detective Felix Lake stood a couple inches over six feet tall. His curly dark hair was slicked back and fell to the bottom of his ears, all at one length. My older brother was in his mid-thirties, and his greatest joy in life was winning.
“Lake!” His voice boomed and was unnecessarily loud, considering I was standing next to him.
“Lake!” I shouted back.
“Lake! This is a crime scene. Have some decorum,” Felix said at the same volume.
I put a finger to my chin. “So, what do you think? Foul play? Spontaneous combustion? It definitely wasn’t my coffee that caused this.”
“I don’t frequent your establishment for a reason.” Felix finally spoke at a normal volume. He was also lying. He definitely was a regular at Magic Brew. “But I don’t like the look of this. Something about it doesn’t make sense.”
“I can figure it out for you if you feel like you’re in over your head.”
Felix twirled his mustache, nodding seriously. “You can, indeed. Catching a kid stealing is the height of detective work.”
I nodded, with an even greater serious intent. “Absolutely, it is.”
“You lost a few hours chasing the kid down. Why did it take you so long? Surely, you can run faster than a child?”
“Lake, you know he had sneaked a drop of magic with that mug.”
“Hmm. One of your potions, huh? I wouldn’t know, I don’t drink coffee. I don’t need a potion to be good at what I do.” Felix’s mouth was serious, but there was brightness to his eyes that couldn’t be mistaken. He loved a good back-and-forth and well, so did I.
“You think you’re good?” I folded my arms. “At least I tracked down the kid. With your observation skills, you would never have been able to do that.”
“Observation skills? Just watch me.” Felix walked over to the table, picked up Mason’s journal and read aloud. “Suspicious secret menu. Why hide the allure of a potion coffee shop?”
“Suspicious? The secret menu is the allure. People love it!”
Felix raised his eyebrows. “Seems suspicious to me. . .”
When Wren was finished giving her statement, she sauntered over to me. She was lapping up the scandal. In a loud whisper, she said, “You should really talk to your sister about this. I know for a fact that she set Mason up with a free room. You don’t do that for just anyone—especially not her. Oh but you don’t talk to her, do you?”
“Of course I do,” I replied automatically.
“I haven’t seen the two of you together in quite some time. Not since she fired—”
I cut the town busybody off and walked away. “Thanks, Wren,” I called over my shoulder.
Rowan walked past me to grab his forgotten coffee. As he did so, he said, soft enough for only me to hear, “Meet me at the old place.”
Then he grabbed his coffee and drank the dregs in one gulp.
I needed to get away. I needed answers. I wanted this cleared up right away before I could be accused of murder. I was hoping Melody would know about any health issues Mason Johnson was having. Hopefully he was on the brink of death and just happened to expire in my shop.
I had recently opened Magic Brew, and I wasn’t going to let a body disrupt my business—even though I was a fraud. Everything I owned wasn’t really mine. My shop, the clothes off my back—all came to me through a crazy lucky lottery ticket. So, yes, technically I did own it all. But I didn’t feel like I did. I didn’t even remember buying a lottery ticket when I got a call saying I’d won a substantial chunk of dough.
It was excellent timing too. The call came soon after I’d been fired and allowed me to open Magic Brew instead of hopelessly searching for a new job. My resume was full of jobs I’d left after three or six months to find something more interesting. I didn’t have a great track record and, except for my sister, no one would give me a recommendation. And considering my sister fired me, I wasn’t sure how valid her word would be.
“Raven, you’re in charge!” I yelled as I ran out the door.
“Good, leave before someone else can die,” Raven muttered.
Right before I could leave, Felix turned to me, giving his mustache a twirl. “Oh and Lake? Don’t leave town.”
#
The desert surroundings of  The Enchanting Desert Resort was in stark contrast to the richness and elegance of the place. The Enchanting shone at night with twinkling lights and floating lanterns. The water was brightly lit in small decorative rivers, with picturesque wooden bridges.
The Enchanting stood on a hill, with a stone pathway leading down, accompanied by a multitude of blue flowers, rocks, and the occasional bush. Luggage, belongings, and sometimes people, were transported up the hill by hot air balloons.
The journey was meant to be slow, relaxing, enjoyable, and to convince guests leaving to turn around and stay for a few more days. The way up was a solitary adventure, but upon departure, the path was peppered with champagne and photographs.
The unofficial job title for the employees delegated to encouraging guests to stay longer, or at least return soon, was Guest Services. The official title was Poison Person.
Once upon a time, I was here every day. I managed the coffee shop until I was kicked out for insubordination.
Insubordination. The word left a bad aftertaste.
I was fired because my older sister decided I wasn’t using enough magic to coerce guests to stay longer. To be honest, I never sold a cup of coffee with any magic infused at The Enchanting. Not even once. People were just addicted to caffeine, that was the real reason they made multiple stops a day there.
It wasn’t until I opened a shop of my own that I started making coffee potions. And even then, it wasn’t like I put them front and center. I hid them away in an appetizing, yet mysterious, menu.
I took the employee entrance because I didn’t want to hear the oohs and ahhs of unsuspecting people. They were about to spend twice their budget—and have the audacity to think it was worth it.
The employee entrance was underground and no less magical than the hillside. Floating orbs of light brightly lit the tunnel. A sparkling, clean, red carpet ran over the stone ground, and the air smelled faintly of roses. Doors lined the tunnel, filled with offices, storage, extra kitchens and even a place to nap.
I hurried past it all, fitting right in with the hustle and bustle of the workers. Above ground may have been a leisurely stroll, but underground was filled with purpose. Gone were the soothing tones and gentle whispers while offering refreshments or complimentary face cream. Here were the shouts and vigor of a hearty group, all ready to take on the action.
I blended in with the rush and made it to the center of the resort in no time. Instead of heading to relax in a private cabana by the pool, I went in the opposite direction, to a cozy nook where a bakery sat next to a coffee shop. After all, I hadn’t seen my old shop since I’d been fired. 
I surprisingly hadn’t heard what it had become, and I wanted to compare it to Magic Brew. No over-the-top coffee shop could match my authentic take on coffee—or my practical potions. They weren’t for flash and glamour, but for actual use. I couldn’t wait to see what monstrosity my old place had become.
But when I stepped in front of it, there was nothing.
Literally, nothing.
It wasn’t even boarded up to show that something had once stood there. It was just a plain white wall more boring than anything I had ever seen. The bakery was still next door, but the coffee shop was gone.
I turned all around, like maybe I had forgotten the exact location of it. There was the bakery next door, the pond across the way, and a giant,white wall of nothingness.
I threw my hands up and was about to curse the entire resort extensively—and in a very colorful manner—when I heard a tiny splash behind me.
I glanced at the pond and the scenic bridge that crossed over it. No one was around, except for one person angrily throwing tiny caterpillars at strange, gray bugs with legs as thin as their tentacles skimming over the pond. The bugs disappeared the instant the caterpillars touched them.
“Melody Lake, it’s been too long,” I said through gritted teeth.
My older sister and old employer looked up at me and scowled. “Come closer, so I can throw this at you.”
“You can reach me perfectly fine from where you’re at.” I joined her on the bridge anyway, propping my elbows on the railing, and refusing to look at her.
Melody wore plain clothing that screamed of wealth. Monochromatic colors and high-end thread counts complemented her no-nonsense and demanding attitude. A bucket of caterpillars sat at her feet and she systematically lobbed them at the bugs. 
“Looks like you were cursed by my departure,” I said. “You couldn’t even board up the shop. You had to build a wall over it.”
“We serve coffee at all our restaurants,” Melody said without skipping a beat. Or a bug. She had terrifyingly great aim.
“But you don’t have a coffee shop.”
Melody rolled her eyes. “A lack of coffee hasn’t been a problem.”
I reached into her bucket and grabbed a caterpillar. “Don’t worry, I know how much you love missing out on the revenue stream I provided,” I said before throwing it over my shoulder into the water.
“You missed.” Melody gestured to the caterpillar now spinning a cocoon just below the water’s surface. There were many more like it, all on hyper-speed to becoming butterflies.
I sighed. “Melody, there’s something odd happening in Desert Spell, and I want to find out what that is. Did Mason Johnson inspect The Enchanting?”
Melody bristled at the question. “Of course he did. My establishment is not impervious to magic regulations. I maintain a safe environment for both my guests and my employees. That is, until you brought a curse upon my resort. Do you know how many people almost shortened their stay because the coffee from my restaurants couldn’t meet the high standards you had set up for them?”
“That wasn’t because you bought store-brand coffee and watered it down to get more bang for your buck?”
“Does this place look cheap to you? The charms and spells shops around here would lose most of their business if The Enchanting didn’t use their services.”
I wiped my hands on my pants. “Like how I did? Because you fired me for insubordination?”
My sister sighed. “It wasn’t insubordination.”
“That’s what you told me.”
A shadow crossed over her face, briefly highlighting a sad expression. But it could have just been the shadow from a hot air balloon cruising above us.
“Fine,” I said. “Then why would you give Mason a free room?”
Melody smoothed her crisp, white blouse. “Mason was my ex-business partner. The least I could do was give him a room.”
“The smallest one you have,” I said wryly.
“Of course,” she said primly. “The one room with an excellent view of nothing more than a simple coffee shop. He loves coffee.”
“And you loved the extra cash he’d drop at the shop after smelling the coffee waft into his windows.”
Melody grinned. “Revenge is not a complicated matter.”
I sighed. “Murder, however, is.”
Melody froze. “What, now?”
“Mason Johnson is dead. He collapsed in Magic Brew and I guarantee Felix will be visiting you before the day is over.”
“I didn’t kill Mason. Who else would pay for coffee?” Melody’s voice dripped of vinegar, but her shocked expression told a different story.
“No one, now that you closed the shop.” I folded my arms. “And you gave him a room by a closed coffee shop. That’s not exactly an airtight alibi. Where were you this morning?”
Melody copied my pose, but did it with more elegance and class. “The team and I had a meeting. There’s plenty of people who can verify my whereabouts—including people I don’t employ. There were a few guests who I let sneak into the meeting. They were convinced the resort is manufactured to get their money—and I assured them that was, indeed, the case. But more important was their satisfaction.”
I stared at her. “You planned an entire company meeting to make sure someone didn’t cancel their stay?”
“Customer service is of the utmost importance. I’d say you should know that, but I can’t see how letting a man die in your establishment is serving the customer.”
“He’s your business partner,” I muttered.
“Ex-partner,” Melody stressed. “And it was years ago.”
“This is why people are going to suspect you.” I held up my hand to her protests. “I don’t like that you fired me, and I’m not over that. But as an honor to our sisterhood, I’m here to warn you that you’re going to be a top suspect. So, what can you say to prove otherwise?”
Melody narrowed her eyes gracefully. “No. You’re here to make sure I shouldn’t be a top suspect. I’ve got a motive, I’ve definitely got means, and if you gave me the opportunity to screw Mason over, I’d take it. But if you believe I killed Mason Johnson, then you should just arrest me already. Oh, wait. You’re not a cop. . .”
I had a distant view of the entrance to the resort, where a newcomer was walking up the hill, simultaneously telling the Poison People to go away, but still taking a few cream puffs from them. “You’ll talk to Felix, but not to me?”
“I talked to Felix yesterday. The last time I talked to you was when you stormed out and declared you’d never be back. So, you’re the picture of honesty here. And Mason died in your shop. . .”
I had two seconds before Felix would arrive and anything Melody said, he would hear. “Who has your best interests at heart?”
“Not a woman who chased down a five-year-old and thinks she’s a detective.”
Before I could grit my teeth and say, ten-year-old, Melody continued, “When he first arrived, Mason said he was looking forward to meeting everyone as a new person. I don’t know what that meant, but maybe that’ll help.”
Felix bounded up with the energy of  someone on a sugar rush. He twirled his mustache. “Beating me to The Enchanting Desert Resort won’t make you solve this crime any faster, Lake.”
“Crime, huh?”
Felix adopted a serious expression for a moment. “With the help of a charm, we were able to determine cause of death. Mason Johnson was poisoned.”
Melody gasped. “By what?”
“Essence of ice blue winecup. Which, I understand, grows on your hillside, Mel.”
Melody frowned. “That doesn’t mean I poisoned him.”
The blue flower did, in fact, grow on The Enchanting grounds. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I didn’t think my sister would murder anyone—but I also hadn’t seen her firing me.
I took a dramatic—and very sarcastic—bow in Felix’s direction. “She’s all yours for questioning.”
My brother rolled his eyes, but began conferring with Melody before I could distract him any further. He seemed as eager to finish this investigation as I was. Which, too bad for him, since I was going to solve it first.
On my way out, I took a detour to a hidden spot that most people only saw if they paid the special pricing for the underwater experience. There was a door that blended in with a hedge by the pond. The door was unlocked, mainly because it looked so much like a hedge that no one ever recognized it as a door.
I quickly slipped inside, descended a short staircase, and found myself in an oval room with a spectacular view of the pond above me. Due to a magic charm, no one above me could see the room under the pond. It made for an insular and private experience, but it also made me wary. If no one knew where this spot was, and no one could see me inside it, then if something bad happened, I was screwed.
And as I entered the room, it was clear that something incredibly wrong had recently gone down here.
A blue plush sofa was ripped to shreds. Stuffing was strewn everywhere. The rug was scratched up, and threads were undone. A lamp had fallen over, the light bulb smashed. A few potted succulents had been knocked over, the dirt spilling out. A picnic basket was plopped on a blanket spread out before the sofa. Metal silverware, two dinner plates, and two wine glasses were neatly tucked inside the open basket, but no food was anywhere to be found.
This was not the same old place that I used to meet Rowan at to get away from work when I used to be employed by The Enchanting. We’d hang out, drink coffee, and just take a few minutes to relax whenever the room wasn’t booked for an event.
Rowan was waiting for me with the same shocked expression that I was wearing. He picked up the fallen lamp, careful not to touch the broken glass. “This is not what this looked like last night.”
“Who would have come here between last night and now?” I asked.
Rowan shook his head, clueless. “It should have been only me.”
I narrowed my eyes. “So, where were you, then?”
Rowan folded his arms, a sparkle forming in his chocolate eyes. “You don’t trust me?”
“You don’t want to tell me where you were?” I countered.
“First of all, this morning I was in your coffee shop.”
“Were you?” I teased.
“Yes,” he said, indignant—but amused. “Last night I was playing darts at The Crushed Chalice. Ask Felix. He’ll confirm that I beat him ten to one in all fifteen games we played.”
“What happened to the other four?”
Rowan grinned. “The darts may have gotten stuck in some barflies instead of the board. Anyway, I woke up, got coffee, and went to work. That’s it. Oh, but Mason Johnson was at Crushed last night too. He got into an argument with another guy and things didn’t look good.”
“Hmmm. Who booked this room last night?”
Rowan paused before answering. “No one. I was getting it ready for today. Mason Johnson was supposed to use it for a private event in an hour. But no one should have been in here before then. I’m sorry, I thought you needed a break and I figured coming here would help you to regroup. I didn’t expect it to be as messed up as Magic Brew currently is.”
I shook my head. “My shop isn’t messed up, it’s just whoever killed Mason who needs help. But thank you.”
A poisoned man, a ransacked room, and a heated argument were shaping up to make my morning way more exciting than I had planned.
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Chapter 3


Tuesday 
12:03 pm
I burst into The Crushed Chalice, my split ends flying in the wake of the slammed door. “Aloe, I’m going to beat Felix at his own game. What’s at stake?  The same thing as the prize. What’s the prize?”
I plopped onto a bar stool and propped my elbows on the counter, looking Aloe Jordan dead in the eyes. “Pride and justice.”
The vein under the bar owner’s right eye twitched. “I don’t have any fancy drinks called Pride and Justice, so you can throw that idea right out the window.”
Aloe was standing behind the counter, wiping a glass. She wore jeans and a black tank top. Her nails were perfectly manicured with black polish.
Crushed was not the glitzy cocktail lounge of The Enchanting. It was your down-home dive bar, complete with grungy booths, a sticky floor, and zero potions.
I lifted the binoculars around my neck and gazed at Aloe through them. “Now that I have a closer look at your menu, I see that.”
Aloe folded her arms. “I don’t have a menu.”
“Ah, yes, I see that now, too.”
Aloe rolled her eyes. “This morning was something else. I don’t believe for a second that Mason’s death was an accident.”
“I agree,” I said seriously, as I lowered my binoculars. “He has too many enemies. Plus, I refuse to accept that any part of Magic Brew could contribute to a man’s death, accidental or not. It’s sabotage.”
“Coral, you know what else is sabotage?” Aloe gave me a crafty look.
I shook my head as a warning, but Aloe continued. “How you lost your gig at The Enchanting.”
“I’m not talking about that.”
“It’s odd how you had a cushy job at a premier resort—”
“The only resort,” I muttered.
“—And then decided to throw your paltry life savings at a shop in the dead center of town, right next to that premier resort. I know you didn’t have that kind of collateral lying around, so how did you get the start-up funds?”
I wasn’t going to fuel town gossip by talking about being fired from The Enchanting. It wouldn’t be good for Magic Brew if word got out that I couldn’t hack my old shop. I mean, a couple people knew. More guessed. Most went under the assumption that something went awry. In a small town like Desert Spell, everyone knew everything. Even if no one told them.
It was probably the lack of seeing Melody and I out-and-about together. Any change in anything was news around here.
And I definitely wasn’t going to talk to Aloe about how I got the money to open Magic Brew.
“I should take a gander at The Enchanting one of these days,” said Aloe. “See what all the fuss is about.”
I let out a low laugh. “You’re never going to a tricked-out resort. The flashiness would offend your simple sensibilities.”
Aloe’s eyebrows shot up, but she appreciated being recognized for who she was and dropped the subject. “I’ve got a delivery I’m expecting, and I’ve got to go over the books. Make sure all finances are in order. Exciting stuff. It’s not like I need to be here to clean up. Well, except for that stain right there.” Aloe jabbed her thumb at a sticky patch of the bar counter. “That was supposed to be my drink before Mason gave it to Gilbert.”
I gave her a wry smile. “You drink on the job?”
“No, but Mason didn’t care about that. He tried to offer me a drink, so I told him I’d pour myself one after closing. But then he started chatting up Gilbert and told me to pour him the drink he originally meant for me.” Aloe smirked. “But Gilbert lost out on the whisky too. He knocked the glass over before he had a chance to take one sip. Remember that, Gil?”
The bar door had just opened and a man in his mid-thirties, with a closely shaved head and dimples that would win anyone over, walked in. His jeans and t-shirt full of holes exuded a man who worked hard, instead of someone down on his luck. He set the cardboard box he was carrying on the counter, rolling his eyes.
“That’s not what happened. I knocked over my own drink and then Mason, out of the goodness of his heart, gave me a replacement. It’s not like I needed another drink, I’d already been sitting there for hours, never letting my glass run empty. But the good man saw a fellow in need, and I can’t thank him enough. It’s not like I could have charmed my way out of that mess.”
I laughed. “I doubt that.”
Gilbert Hall was terrible at making charms, but excellent at the old-fashioned kind of charm. Charisma, if you will. He worked at the Desert Spell City Hall, in the permit office. I’d worked with him when getting the necessary permits for Magic Brew and while I couldn’t say the process was fast, it was at least smooth.
Gilbert arched an eyebrow at me. “Have you seen him? I forgot to ask if he was staying close by.”
“Mason Johnson is dead,” I said. “Just this morning.”
Gilbert blinked. “I was drinking with him just last night! I even saw him this morning. Your bird grabbed me a coffee to-go. I was going to stay and chat but you and Rowan seemed deep in conversation. Aloe, you saw how well Mason treated me, a stranger. I can’t believe this.”
Aloe Jordan wasn’t as shocked. “That may have been the only time he was nice to someone, judging off the stories I’ve heard of him. And you didn’t start off liking him.”
“The man’s dead, Aloe. What use are stories now? Sure, we got into a minor disagreement but once we realized it was pointless, we let it go.”
“I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but some facts of life are still relevant in death. Dying doesn’t make you a better person.” Aloe grabbed a rag to clean the spill.
“Wait!” I scanned the bar. “I need a lemon, a handful of ice, and cayenne.”
Aloe pursed her lips. “Honey, I don’t run a charity bar here. If you want a hangover cure, you should have fueled your hangover here last night. But seeing as a man is dead, I’ll make a one-time allowance. You want some water to go with that, or are you just going to crunch on pepper-coated ice?”
I pulled out my to-go potion kit I always kept handy. “No, I want to see if Mason’s drink had been poisoned.”
As Gilbert’s mouth dropped and Aloe’s grew into a tighter line, I pulled out a vial of Origin Solution. It was a simple potion base that let the user discover the original ingredients in a substance. It was great for when I threw potion ingredients together, made something that worked, and then immediately forgot what I had used—which happened more often than not.
I took a cocktail shaker, tossed everything inside and shook it for a good five minutes straight. No need for the gym today.
I sprinkled the potion over the sticky section of the counter and waited. Five seconds later, amber smoke rose from the spill. I inhaled the smoke—potion smoke was non-toxic—and retched.
“That’s poison,” I choked out.
Aloe slammed her hand on the counter. “See, Gil? No one liked Mason.”
I carefully wafted the remaining smoke toward my nose. “It’s whisky and essence of ice blue winecup.”
Gilbert frowned. “That’s the flower on The Enchanting Desert Resort hillside, isn’t it?”
I gave him an ominous look. “Yes.”
Aloe pulled out her phone. “I’ll call Felix.”
“I couldn’t do this to his coffee at my shop, but I bet you it had poison in it. Now, the question is, who poisoned him? And why?” I asked, as Aloe demanded Felix come to her bar right away. “Who was here last night?”
“It was Aloe, Mason, and I. Felix and Rowan were playing darts and a couple other guys joined them. Two women, too. They were all from out of town. Oh and Nina Nash was keeping to herself in the corner.”
Aloe sighed as she hung up with Felix. “Nina’s working on a killer new song, so you can’t exactly blame her for not being social. She’s performing tonight at The Enchanting. The women were an aunt and niece pair. The aunt had a big floppy hat and an even bigger handbag.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Pink lipstick?”
“No idea. But let me tell you, her target wasn’t the dartboard. She and Mason were chatting it up for quite a while after the spillage debacle. No wonder she wanted an extra kick in her coffee. She probably didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. . .”
“But why would she have poisoned his drink last night? I understand poisoning him this morning, but you’re saying they were getting along well. What changed?”
“I saw how coldly Mason treated her this morning. It was a complete turnaround from last night.”
Gilbert was staring at the remnants of my potion. “I can’t believe it. One day a guy buys you a drink and the next, he’s gone. Let’s have a round of whisky. Aloe, you drink yours when you want.”
Aloe poured three shots. “I’m not working now,” she said, raising her glass.
There was a tap at the window and I turned around to see Raven the crow motioning to me. I nodded as she flew off. As I turned back to grab my glass, Gilbert swiped it away from me.
He was staring at Aloe with a horrified look on his face. “You slipped something in here.”
Aloe stared back, but her stare was blank. “No, I didn’t.”
“You’re going to accuse the woman who drives people home at the end of the night if they’ve had too much to drink?”
“She hid something in the palm of her hand and dropped it into our drinks. I saw it.”
“You saw something hidden,” I stated.
“Yes.”
“I saw her take a sip,” I said. “What do you have to say for that?”
“She wouldn’t poison her own drink, would she? Use your potion. We’ll find out the truth.”
I waved the empty vial. “I don’t have any more.”
“Aloe has more lemons!”
“I need to brew more of my base potion and let it soak in moonlight for at least six hours.”
Aloe’s face had been growing redder and redder. She was going to need to use aloe vera on it soon. “Gil, get out,” she growled.
With her venomous glare and ironclad resolve, I could see why she had never needed to employ a bouncer.
Gilbert’s eyes grew wide. “But Aloe—”
“I don’t want anyone in my bar accusing me of poison. Gilbert, leave.”
Gilbert tapped the cardboard box. “Free of charge,” he said sadly as he walked out of the bar.
Aloe eyed the trash can under the bar, but left the box alone.
A tall woman with dark, curly hair entered the bar as Gilbert exited. She was dressed similarly to Aloe, with jeans and a tank top, but her clothing was clean and in perfect condition, compared to Aloe’s jeans frayed from use, not style. She carried a Magic Brew travel mug, with a tea tag sticking out. The type of tea was handwritten, but the flimsy tag turned over when Nina was walking, so I couldn’t read what it said.
She didn’t acknowledge us as she strode to the back table, where a notebook was laying, lonely and forgotten. Nina Nash scooped it up, flipped through a few pages, and her tense shoulders relaxed. She rubbed her nose, which had a faint reddish hue to it.
“I know there’s a song in there about me,” I called to her. “Don’t try to deny it.”
Nina came over to us, taking the stool where Gilbert had been sitting moments earlier. “I write about more pressing topics than chasing down a kid who stole from you.”
Her voice was soft, but could be clearly heard anywhere in the room. It crept up on you, and it couldn’t be denied. The calm and commanding way in which she projected her voice made her a force to be reckoned with when she gave her input. Or, when she was teasing me. . .
“Am I never going to get past this?” I muttered. “Look, I’m on to bigger and better objectives now. Mason Johnson has been murdered and I’m going to find his killer no matter what it takes.”
Aloe poured two waters over ice and one flat. She handed the room temperature water to Nina and the ice water to herself and me. I grabbed another glass and strained the ice cubes out of my water.
“It’s not confirmed,” Aloe told Nina.
Nina sipped her tea. “Mason Johnson had it coming, regardless. He’s the kind of inspiration for an angsty rock ballad.”
“You didn’t like him,” I stated.
Nina set her mug down with a bang. “He made a lot of promises without the intention of following through. He claimed to have connections to performance spaces that he could book for cheap. He sold it so well. He said hundreds of people would be there, guaranteed. He said I’d see a nice profit from merchandise sales that he would set up. He claimed to have a hookup with a charms maker who could make these incredible t-shirts, posters, you name it. But when I told Mason I had a gig at The Enchanting, he disappeared. It turned out he was trying to get me into the same gig I’d already booked. He just wanted commission for doing nothing. And his  merchandise hookup? Nothing. It never went through. I was counting on him, but now I’ve got nothing.”
I narrowed my eyes. “How upset were you by this?”
Nina looked at me crossly. “I just told you. I’m not happy by it.”
“Revenge wouldn’t be a bad thing, now would it? I’ve heard your music. You’re a passionate person. Where were you last night and this morning?”
“I was here all night, and then I slept in late. I got up, made some tea, and came here.”
“Can anyone verify that?”
“Aloe saw me last night. I was the last one here. As for the rest, if you could tap into my dreams, then my whereabouts can be verified that way.”
Aloe frowned. “Gilbert was the last one here. I drove him home.”
“Second-to-last, whatever. I’m not sure what more I could get up to at two in the morning. I don’t appreciate this line of questioning. I came here for my notes, which I got, so I’m heading out. Find a real suspect.” Nina took her tea and notebook and left in a huff.
I turned to Aloe. “She’s awfully defensive. You think that’s a good enough reason to make it into one of her songs?”
Aloe sipped her water. “Definitely not.”
I tapped the counter, thinking. “You think her story’s legit? There’s no way to prove her innocence if no one can vouch for her.”
“You need better proof that Mason Johnson was murdered before you can start accusing people.”
Aloe’s phone rang. She answered it, said, “Yes. No. Got it,” and hung up.
“Fine,” she said to me. “It’s legit.”
“You confirmed Nina’s story by a spontaneous phone call?”
She glared at me. “No, Felix said it’s murder. He asked if you had left The Crushed Chalice yet and to tell you to stay put. He’s got some questions for you.”
“For me?”
“Mason was poisoned inside your coffee shop.”
I was distracted by a tap on the window. I lifted the binoculars to my eyes and saw Raven returning. She was now holding a white napkin and mouthing words I couldn’t hear. And since she had a beak, I couldn’t read her lips—not that I could read lips in the first place. I got up to leave.
“Coral! You’re supposed to stay put.”
I waved her away. “Desert Spell isn’t that big of a town. Felix will find me. I’m not hiding, I just need to take care of something.”
Aloe didn’t like it, but didn’t stop me.
“Make no mistake.” I dramatically held my hands out. My binoculars dropped heavily, pulling my neck down, and I winced. “The man no one liked shall be avenged! Will it be for my own glory? Of course!”
“Get out,” Aloe told me like she had told Gilbert, but this time, her expression was amused. Her eye vein twitched again.
“Vengeance shall be mine!” I declared as I swiftly departed the bar to meet up with Raven.
I thought I heard faint laughter from her as I left, but I couldn’t be sure.
Vengeance would be mine.
I had to beat Felix in solving the crime—before I was accused of poisoning Mason.
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Chapter 4


Tuesday

1:57 pm

Raven’s grumpy attitude was oozing out of her. “I’m not meant to serve coffee! Do you know how much it burns when it’s spilled? It’s not like my wings have the same tactical grip as your stupid hands. And that kid stole a travel mug from the shop again. I’m not security, I don’t handle criminals.” 
The white flag—napkin—Raven was waving meant that she had enough of watching Magic Brew, which was incredibly fair. It wasn’t her job to be a barista, but it was super helpful.
I needed to get back to work, but time was of the essence. If I didn’t solve this crime, either Melody or I could be put away for murder. And I knew I didn’t kill Mason but what if Mel did?
“You can put the closed sign up if you want,” I told Raven. If I had to lose out on a day of business to take care of this, then so be it.
“I will.” The crow immediately flew away.
I headed back to The Enchanting to talk to Felix. In order to beat him, I needed to find out what he knew. I spotted Melody first though, so naturally, I went to talk to her.
She was doing a walk of the property, making sure everything was in its rightful place when I arrived. I found her kneeling in flowers on the hill, a spade in hand. The ice blue winecups appeared to have been trampled on.
“You letting just anyone walk on your flowers, or is it a special flower trampling package?” I asked.
“Look,” she said, gesturing to a couple spots where the winecups were missing. “Someone’s been stealing the flowers. We put fresh flowers in every room, I don’t know why anyone would bother stealing them.”
“For the poison,” I said. “And speaking of rooms, I want to see Mason Johnson’s room.”
“These flowers grow in other places. It’s not just here.” Melody sighed. “Felix is there now. He’s looking for you.”
“He’s not doing a good job of it if he’s searching a hotel room for me.”
Melody’s eyes flashed. “Resort. This is a premier luxury destination, not a simple hotel.”
I gave her a strong, condemning look. “You fired me. You’re lucky I’m not calling it a down-on-it’s-luck motel.”
My gaze had no effect on her. She brushed it off like it had never happened and linked arms with me. “And it’s a good thing I did. Having a murderer for an employee is bad for business.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Why did you and Mason Johnson stop being business partners?”
My sister sighed as a flash of indecision crossed her face. “Mason had the start-up funds. I was too prideful to borrow from Mom, so I went in on a spell shop with Mason. So, we got that tiny shop where The Enchanting is now. It used to be a tiny shack on a huge plot of land. We rented the shack and hoped people would hike up the hill in the heat to see us. But when we opened, we were quickly shut back down. Neither of us had opened a magic shop before and we didn’t have the right safety preparations and protocols in place.”
I gave her a wry smile. “I know what that’s like.”
“I said, no problem, we’ll get them and reopen. Mason didn’t like that. He blamed me for not getting everything prepared in the first place. I think he felt inadequate because he couldn’t perform magic and I could, so he resented me. We were fighting all the time. I couldn’t take it, so I called it off. I said I’d rather not reopen than do it like this. Mason left town, and I didn’t see him again until he came to stay at The Enchanting. Both our names were on the lease for a year, so I used the shack to run retreats. It was like a miniature experience of what The Enchanting is now. After a year, I paid him his share and terminated the lease—but struck up a deal with the owners and bought the land.”
“You heard nothing from him? He completely cut you out? Even after you paid him off?”
“He sent me a letter saying he got the money. That was it. I kept it for my records.”
Then Melody wouldn’t say anything more and instead, strong-armed me to Mason Johnson’s hotel room—not that she needed to. I was asking to see it!
The journey to Mason’s room was not quick. I told Melody we should have taken a hot air balloon, but she hushed me. It was like she wanted me to see everything I’d been missing out on since I was fired. We passed by picnics, firework shows, and a couple hot air balloons, which I, again, pointed out to her.
“Let’s commandeer that one,” I said, eyeing one with a couple eating bread and cheese, and drinking wine.
But we didn’t.
Felix spotted us the second we arrived at the hotel room. He was inspecting a microwave, but went to the door and rested his hand on the doorway, as he leaned on the opposite side of it—effectively blocking our way in.
Felix twirled his mustache with his free hand. “Lake, it’s been a long time.”
“A whole hour or so,” I said. “How did you survive without me?”
“I managed.” He was calm and seemed to be more intrigued by the idea of me being a suspect, rather than actually believing it. He clearly had the advantage in this situation, and he was relishing it.
“I need to get inside.”
“Only authorized personnel can enter, and that’s not you.”
I pulled out a potion vial from my pocket. “I’ll splash this on you. You won’t like it.”
“Threatening an officer of the law?” Felix was amused. “There’s nothing but scented water in that vial. Go ahead. I could use some fresh smells after stepping into this trashed room.”
I peered beyond his tall frame. The room was, indeed, trashed. Pillow stuffing was littered across the bed. The sheets were crumpled in a ball. A mug lay broken on the floor. Something had exploded in the microwave. Water was leaking from the mini fridge. The sink faucet dripped with a slow, ominous beat.
A large coffee stain was on the window, which had a direct view to my old coffee shop. Now, of course, it was just a wall. The top of the wall needed to be cleaned. Dried leaves and cocoons were nesting on it.
“But you hate tea tree.” I opened the vial and dipped the ends of my hair in it. Felix was right, it wasn’t a potion. There was more than one use for a vial, and treating split ends on-the-go was one of them.
Felix wrinkled his nose. “Get that nonsense away from me. Come back with peppermint or lemon. A lemon would clear up that microwave destruction faster than whatever you have. Wait, come back regardless.”
I had started to walk away, seeing as I saw all I could see.
“Where were you this morning?”
“I’ve got a shop full of regulars who can tell you that.”
“Can I trust a group of caffeine junkies?”
“Can you trust people who come to Magic Brew to get a clear mind and a fresh start on their day? Where were you before you arrived on the scene?”
“At the station, doing my job.” Felix regarded me with a serious expression. “Do you have anything against Mason Johnson?”
“No, I barely know the guy. I met him maybe once before he dropped dead in my shop.” Seeing as I wasn’t going to get inside the room any time soon, I gave Felix a winning smile. “You, and whoever destroyed this room, have both missed something.”
Felix glanced behind him, as if a quick look would make him find what I was talking about. “You can trust me, I won’t miss anything of importance.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know if a roll of paper is important, but considering it’s tucked away inside that oatmeal canister, I’d think it’s worth investigating.”
Felix frowned and went to the table holding the microwave and mini fridge. An oatmeal canister was on top of the microwave. At the small desk by the window, there was a bowl with oatmeal leftovers, and an oatmeal packet next to it.
The canister was loose oatmeal—why would Mason have needed to use a prepackaged packet?
Plus, the top of the canister was slightly awry, and I could see the top of a rolled up piece of paper inside. I didn’t even need my binoculars to see it.
Felix returned to the doorway, and he unfurled the paper. He smoothed it out against the door for us to see building plans imprinted on it.
“That’s not anywhere in The Enchanting,” said Melody.
It looked familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it. I also knew nothing about building plans, so it might as well have been microwave plans for all I knew. They both had doors, after all.
Felix rolled it back up. “Thank you for contributing to your inevitable arrest. Curious how you knew where this was. Is trying to bring it to my attention your way of covering yourself? Or, is it an admission of guilt?”
“None of the above.” I turned to leave.
Felix called after me. “I’m not done questioning you!”
I turned back. “Last night I was at Magic Brew, brewing potions. This morning, I got up and went straight back to work. Ask Raven. She won’t lie. I’m not a fan of how Mason Johnson dropped Mel as a business partner, but I didn’t kill him. I definitely didn’t poison him. You won’t find ice blue winecup in Magic Brew, or my home. You can keep me as a suspect all you want, but I’m not the murderer.”
Felix nodded. “I’m keeping an eye on you.”
I winked. “Right back at you.”
Mel gave me a soft smile, which was a change from her usual in-charge presence. “Mel?”
I sighed. “Come on, Melody.”
We walked down the hallway in silence, until Melody suddenly stopped. “Coral, the company Mason worked for isn’t far from here. It’d be an easy drive. Why did he need a room?”
I almost laughed. “Now you’re questioning Mason’s motives?”
She gave me a serious look. “The Enchanting has had other inspectors come. There’s not one person assigned to Desert Spell. None of them have ever stayed here overnight. It’s not necessary. Did he think he could take advantage of a free room?”
“You gave him that room for free?” I was taken aback. Melody was generous, but not that generous—especially to someone she wasn’t exactly friends with.
“It was a discounted rate, charged to a company called Permitting Permits.”
I rubbed my hands together. “Then, let’s get some answers. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind a heads up that they’ll need to start the hiring process soon.”
Melody and I made it to Permitting Permits in less than fifteen minutes. It wasn’t anything to write home about. I wouldn’t even bother with a postcard. It was a dingy building facing the main road, with a big sign in the window that read: Now Hiring.
“I think they might have gotten the message already,” I said as I stepped out of Melody’s blue convertible. I patted my wind-swept hair to tame it, but it did nothing. Mel’s dark, straight hair looked like she had just left the salon. Not even her bangs were askew.
The front door to the building had bells on it, but they didn’t chime when we walked in. I looked more closely, and saw that the balls inside the bells were missing.
“I took them out. I don’t need bells to know when someone’s here, but my manager says it’s more professional to have them,” said the woman at the front desk—or, the desk that was literally in front.
There were five desks in a wide room, one right in front of the door, with two behind it, and two more behind those. Dated computers sat on every desk. A couple of them had stained coffee mugs. A full-sized fridge was in the back of the place, with a tiny table next to it. A slow-moving fan hung from the ceiling. It skipped a beat every few seconds, and seemed dangerously close to falling at any moment. The floor was concrete, and the walls were a dirty white. Permitting Permits was spray painted across one wall in shaky lettering.
The woman at the front desk was staring at us with big, bored eyes. She had dark, dirty hair and wispy bangs that had come into existence from pulling her hair too tightly into a ponytail. The ponytail swished back-and-forth when she spoke, but her wisps stayed in place. She spoke in a monotone, and I couldn’t tell if it was because she was tired of being there, or if that was just her voice.
The plaque on her desk read: Luisa Cruz.
I had a feeling that my best winning smile wouldn’t work on her, so I got straight to the point. “Hi, Luisa. We’d like to speak to the manager.”
“You’re talking to her.”
Melody frowned. “But you said. . .”
“Yes.” Luisa gave no other explanation.
I pressed forward. “We’re here about Mason Johnson.”
“He’s out on the job. Come back later,” Luisa said dismissively, glancing back at the desk behind her with five mugs, a few oatmeal packets, and an electric kettle.
“He’s dead. He’s not coming back.”
Luisa got up—with no change to her blank expression—and cleared his desk, dropping everything into an empty trash can. The mugs broke as they fell.
“That’s evidence!” I exclaimed.
“Of what?” she asked, blankly.
I grabbed the trash bag from her and tied it off. “I’m taking this.”
“Do you want a job here? You’re showing a lot of proactive behavior. That’s a strong skill set.”
I sat down at Mason’s desk and set my feet up on it. “Why did Mason need to stay in Desert Spell? I have it on good authority that no other inspector has needed to do that.”
“What?”
I crossly looked away. If Luisa Cruz was going to keep that nondescript look of nothingness on her face, she could at least let her jaw drop. Or, take a step back. Any kind of reaction would do.
Luisa sat back at her desk and searched for something on her computer. “We didn’t pay for any accommodation for Mason Johnson. If he stayed somewhere, it was on his own dime.”
Melody was still standing. “I saw the receipts. He paid for his room under Permitting Permits.”
“No, he didn’t,” Luisa said simply.
Melody shook her head, her eyes flashing. “I saw it. He didn’t pay for it himself. And if you didn’t pay for it, then who did?”
Luisa just stared back at her, so Melody stormed outside saying she needed to make a call.
“So, Luisa,” I said as Luisa tried to return to working. “How often do you re-do an inspection?”
She sighed, and I was delighted to see the first sign of real emotion dripping out of her. “What do you need?”
“Mason was in the middle of my inspection, and I can’t say I trust the recommendations of a dead man. I’d like it re-done. My shop is in great condition, there’s no reason it should have failed. Which it didn’t. But, just in case it did. . .”
Luisa sighed again. “I’m sure you failed, but as a sign of goodwill or whatever, I’ll personally inspect your shop tomorrow. Now take your trash and get out.”
I nodded, pleased with the results. “I’ll see you then.”
Melody was pacing as her voice boomed into her phone when I went outside. I threw the trash bag into the trunk and leaned against the car as I waited for her to finish.
A couple cars drove past, but the road was pretty quiet. I got bored waiting, so I popped the trunk and went through Mason’s items. The kettle was a standard store-brand kettle, nothing special. The broken mugs were plain white mugs that could have been bought anywhere. The most personal item was the oatmeal packets. The label indicated they were from a local market, Charming Market. It was a quaint mom-and-pop store in Desert Spell.
I understood why he would have the oatmeal packets in his hotel room, but at work? It didn’t make sense to me. Mason hadn’t returned back there since he came to Desert Spell. The packets had to have been from a previous trip—but the last time he had been in town was when he screwed Melody over.
Had he come back in between then and now? Why would he have done that?
Melody finally got off her call and joined me at her car. “Apparently, he deposited funds under Permitting Permits’ name, but the actual credit card he used was his own. Why would he hide that?”
“Something shady is going on,” I said. “Mason has business in Desert Spell that we don’t know about. He has no family, or friends in town, so why would he come by? And hide it?”
I tossed Melody an oatmeal packet. “This is a seasonal flavor. They came out with it a month ago. I know because they tried to get me to sell it in Magic Brew. I told them I sell coffee, not oatmeal, but you know Wren.”
Melody read the label, lost in thought.
I, too, had a lot of thoughts racing around in my brain. And the most important one was the one I hadn’t asked—but I needed to. I’d put it off long enough.
“Mel, why did you fire me?”
She looked up, indecision flitting in her eyes. It was an emotion not usually seen in Mel.
Finally, she said, “I was walking past the shop late one night when I saw a light on. It was after closing, so I thought I’d stop by, say hi, and tell you to go home. But it wasn’t you. There was no one there. I turned off the light, but the second I did so, it flicked back on. I turned it off again, and it came back on. I thought it was a faulty light until all the lights came on and burned at a brightness much more intense than the bulbs were capable of. I ran out of the shop because, if I stayed, they would have burned me to a crisp.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I didn’t go inside the morning you fired me.”
Melody shrugged. “I sat outside all night so I would catch you before you walked in. I didn’t want to risk leaving in case you came when I was gone. You would have ignored any sign or warning I could have put up.”
“You could have called me.”
“You didn’t answer.”
I thought about that night. I had set my phone on silent when I went to bed and when I woke up, I didn’t bother calling her back because I figured I’d just talk to her in person.
“Why didn’t you just tell me this?” If Mel had explained everything, none of this would have happened.
“You were too stubborn to listen to me! You kept going on and on about how you were experimenting with blending two kinds of beans together or using a specific kind of vanilla in your simple syrup.
“The only thing I could think of doing to keep you safe was to tell you to never come back. But you’ve got major authority issues and didn’t like being told what to do so we fought, you stormed off, and I got what I wanted. And it was the worst feeling in the world.”
Logically, I understood what she was saying. It made sense. But I couldn’t get past the accusations she was throwing at me. “Authority issues?”
Melody rolled her eyes. “There’s a reason you couldn’t hold down a job before you worked for me.”
“I run my own successful business! I’m very capable,” I insisted.
“You run it. There’s no one saying what you can and can’t do—except for Mason Johnson. Look, I know you didn’t kill him, but it wouldn’t be a stretch to make it seem like you did.”
“Are you here to help me or just get me unintentionally fired again?”
Melody threw her hands up. “I didn’t mean for you to leave forever! I just wanted you out so I could fix things and you’d be back at work. You’re a frustratingly determined person who thinks she knows what she wants but sometimes you need to let me do what’s best.”
I tilted my head. “I could say the same for you.”
“Well, right now, I know that Charming Market sells light bulbs. With that and the coffee shop’s lights, it could be a lead.”
I wasn’t convinced. “Why haven’t you opened the shop back up?”
“Wren Russo refused to say the light bulbs were hers and while I’m highly skilled at making a carefree environment, I couldn’t find a way to go into the shop without getting burnt. There wasn’t enough sunscreen, hats, and long-sleeved clothing to protect me.”
“You didn’t want to let someone else take care of it?” I asked.
“It’s my shop, my problem,” she said resolutely. “And since I failed at solving it, I boarded it up, spread a rumor of a curse, and made sure no one would go near it. Problem somewhat solved.”
“And you’re telling me I’m the one with authority issues,” I muttered.
“Look, I wasn’t going to show you this because it’s not your problem. And it’s still not your problem. I’ll handle it.” Mel reached into her pocket and pulled out an empty oatmeal packet. “But it does seem relevant.”
She handed me the packet, label side up. I flipped it over to see a scrawled note written on it: Get me a charms maker and I’ll lift the curse.
“That’s not Mason’s handwriting,” said Mel.
I snapped a picture of it with my phone. “So, who wrote it?”
Mel shrugged. “If I knew that, I’d be demanding answers.”
“There’s no address. No phone number. How are you supposed to contact this person? Where did you get this?”
“It was on my desk this morning.”
I held out my hand. “Let’s investigate your desk.”
She hugged me. “But if you spill coffee all over it again to give it a nice stain, you’ve got another thing coming.”
“Your desk was a boring light wood! You needed a darker stain to it!”
Mel plucked the packet from my hands. “It’s reasoning like that which makes you a prime suspect for murder. If you’d murder a table, who knows what else you’d kill. Or, who. . .”
I rolled my eyes as I slipped into Mel’s convertible and rolled up the window. I wasn’t about to risk more split ends. “I’ll find the real killer. You’ll see.”
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Chapter 5


Tuesday

3:12 pm

The return to The Enchanting Desert Resort was unremarkable, save for my now irreversibly wind-swept hair. 
“You could definitely use a darker stain on this table.” I was standing before Mel’s light-colored wooden desk, surveying the scene. We had made it to her office without anything exciting happening, which was probably a first all day. But then again, it was hard to top a man falling dead in your coffee shop.
There wasn’t much to survey. A monitor, computer, laptop, various chargers, a mug warmer, and twelve mechanical pencils sat on the wide desk.
I grabbed a pencil and kept clicking until the lead came out. “Not one pen.”
Mel pulled a pen from her pocket. “I’m never unprepared, how dare you. And did you see my pen collection?”
There was a framed set of ordinary pens with a date next to each one hanging on the wall.
“Every time I sign something important, I commemorate it,” she said.
I recognized the dates. “So, the time you bought a sandwich at Charming Market was commemorative?”
“That was right after I signed the original lease for The Enchanting. It’s incredibly commemorative.”
I peered at my poofy hair in the silver-framed mirror on the wall. I pulled out a vial and splashed tea tree oil all over it, but it didn’t help much. “If you say so.”
Mel’s phone rang, and as she got onto a call about the event tonight, I wandered out of her office, letting her know I’d see her later. There were no obvious clues on her desk, and no one had seen anyone enter. There was nothing else of use there, except for Mel herself.
And while I was still salty over being fired, at least I understood why now. The reasoning made a huge difference, and I had to admit, it was a relief to have my sister back. I’d missed her.
I took a detour on my way out of the resort and stopped by a frosted door, where Event Planning was inscribed on the door. Underneath, in slightly smaller letters, was:
Rowan Brewer
Event Planning Manager
I didn’t bother knocking. No self-respecting event planner would deny the opportunity for a client by locking their door.
Although, when I stepped inside, maybe there was another reason behind it.
As in, there was too much stuff behind it—as in, literal stuff. I could easily see where Mason Johnson was coming from when he told Rowan the office was an abominable fire hazard.
Leftover decorations, tables, stacks of chairs, an entire in-tact hot air balloon, and even a small table with a coffee maker blocked my way. I could get two feet inside before a giant lantern stopped me from going any further. The office space was large, but not expansive. A private office was in the corner, with no blinds or curtains covering the window. Rowan Brewer was standing inside, staring at a map on his wall. His hand was to his chin, his brow furrowed, and his foot nervously tapping.
The hot air balloon was deflated, but magnificent. Being one with the air, and the birds, was a real draw. The promise of adventures to come that it held on this office floor was intoxicating.
The sighs and constant hammering of a woman working on said balloon told me that I was the only one in the room who felt that way. With black overalls, dark eyeliner, and black nail polish, she exuded a sad, and somewhat manic, figure as she installed hooks to the basket. A pile of stringed lights lay haphazardly on the floor. The tangles it had formed were impressive.
What I found more impressive, however, was how she managed to climb over all the extracurriculars to get to where she was at.
Also, how a hot air balloon fit in this place was beyond me. I was seeing it for myself, and I barely understood it. The ceiling was high, but still.
I shook my head. I was still upset over not getting the balloon ride from earlier, and seeing this one being worked on wasn’t helping matters.
I was also tired. I needed coffee.
Climbing over everything to reach the coffee maker was a feat—but I would do a lot more for a lot less caffeine.
I poured myself a lukewarm cup from the coffee station, and immediately regretted it. “How can you survive on this?” I called in the direction of Rowan’s office.
“If you’re insulting my coffee-making skills, then you’ve got another thing coming.” Rowan sauntered out of his office, and leaned against the doorway.
“No wonder you frequent Magic Brew. There’s no way you can get to that from there.” I gestured to the giant floating—yes, it was floating—lantern between Rowan’s office and the coffee station.
“One perk of the job is leaving to come back refreshed.”
“What are the other perks? Constant clutter? Disorganization? Your unraveling mind?”
Rowan smirked. “You better get to the point before my brain is nothing but unspun yarn.”
I rolled my eyes. “There’s a nap room down the hallway. You should take it over and change it into a storage unit.”
Rowan held his hands out protectively over his clutter. “I need this. All of it. Besides, I’ve got a big event tonight, and you decide now is the time to call me out on a little mess?”
I used to know when all the big Enchanting events were. Now that I didn’t work there, I was clueless. It felt a little lonely, not knowing. I hadn’t realized I’d missed it. Or, maybe I just hadn’t allowed myself to miss it.
“Birthday party for a long lost princess?” I asked teasingly.
“It’s the fundraiser to save the city hall.” Rowan gave me an odd look. “How did you not know that?”
Ouch. I was more out of touch than I realized. Or, more forgetful. City Hall was just a building that the city rented. The owner wanted to sell, but the locals didn’t like that. The building itself was a staple of Desert Spell.
“I’ve been too focused on Magic Brew to go anywhere. Speaking of places I haven’t gone recently, have you been to Charming Market lately?”
Rowan made a face. “No, I’ve been spending too much time in the bakery here. Which, I think, is a worthwhile way to treat my taste buds—but after twenty-odd cookies, my stomach does not agree.”
I showed him the picture of the oatmeal packet on my phone. “Any ideas? It was left on Mel’s desk this morning.”
Rowan’s mouth opened in surprise. “Well, isn’t that something. Did you finally break down and forgive her?  Did you make her a special potion to celebrate? When’s the big party?” He looked around suspiciously. “It’s a surprise party, isn’t it? And you didn’t let me plan it? I know this is last-minute, but I could have had one of my staff whip something up.”
I rolled my eyes. “You don’t do party planning.”
He held out his hands. “Which is why I would have my team do it! I’m tied up with elaborate events, but I can squeeze some time for Sofia to break away from the hot air balloon.”
Sofia Ivan, the woman in overalls, looked up. “Absolutely not. I literally can not break away.”
Rowan grinned with the charm of someone who could actually plan a party. Someone who thought they knew what they were doing. Or, what other people were thinking. Or, that Mel and I would end our fight.
I brushed off his put-on arrogance, and looked back at the picture—stopping myself from getting lost in his warm eyes. “So, any ideas?”
Amused, he turned his attention to my phone, lightly brushing his fingers across mine as he got a better look. His expression turned serious as he read the writing on the packet. “It’s going to have to be a surprise party. Someone’s threatening Mel. And that handwriting. . .”
Rowan trailed off, and abruptly went into his office. After rummaging through his messy desk, he came back with a card, and handed it to me.
Rowan,
Thank you for your efforts with the excellent venue and extraordinary set-up. It made my night truly magical.
Kara sends her regards. She had a wonderful time playing darts with you last night.
I hope to see you around before our stay here ends, and thank you in person.
Warm Regards,
Joyce Wade
I looked up. “You got the card this morning?”
“Joyce must have been dropping off two things today,” he said with a frown. “Sofia, did you see her?”
“No,” Sofia called out from under the hot air balloon.
I gave Rowan a flirty look. “So, did Kara’s darts hit your target?”
“Dead center.”
“Oh.” I tried to hide my disappointment.
“You know, we all have the same target. And Felix was spelling everyone’s darts to hit the bullseye—while making sure mine never touched the board.” Rowan ran his hands through his sandy blond hair. “You should come by the event tonight. There’s a little special something that I think you’ll like.”
He struck me with a warm gaze that melted my soul. “How special?”
“You’ll see,” he said simply.
The office seemed to grow warmer. My cheeks felt hot. I’d blame it on the hot air balloon, but seeing as it wasn’t currently functioning with any kind of heat. . .
“I’ll be there,” I said lightly.
I wasted a lot of. . .opportunities. . .when I worked at The Enchanting. There, I was, with everything I could have wanted—and yet, I only focused on work. I saw Rowan every day, bit squandered every chance I had, because the coffee shop was my priority. Was it worth it?
Now that I have my own shop, I should be busier. I should really not have time.
But here I am, running across town solving mysteries.
But Rowan had always been busy too. And he never failed to stop by Magic Brew every day. . .
Maybe I hadn’t squandered my opportunities after all.
“Kara sends her regards!” I called over my shoulder, as I left.
All right.
I was also just terrible at flirting.
#
True to her word, Raven had set up the closed sign at Magic Brew and left. I really needed to hire someone else. The crow did a great job of letting customers pour their own coffee, but anything more complicated than black coffee was out of her area of expertise—and my customers loved all the extra fancy frills.
I’d never left my shop before for so long during open hours. I was itching to open it back up—but I needed to handle something first. I popped into Magic Brew, grabbed a travel mug, and then went outside to sit on the bench at the bus stop. Then, I waited.
It wasn’t long before a ten-year-old kid with windswept hair ran by. He did a double-take when he saw me sipping from the same mug he was holding.
Trey Green burst out laughing. “You’re trying to fool me with that? There’s nothing in your cup. You’re drinking air!”
“That’s what you should be drinking.” I stood up. “You think you can steal from me because Raven was watching the shop?”
“You should have had a real person working, not a bird,” Trey taunted me. His knees were scraped up, and he was holding a skateboard that was missing a wheel. Blood stained his jeans, and there was a hole in his shirt.
“Well, I’d rather you spill coffee than take a spill yourself. We all want things.”
Trey straightened his back defensively, but his eyes were sad and a little scared. “I’m an expert skater.”
“You’re not an expert criminal,” I said. “Here’s what I’m going to do. You know stealing is wrong. I don’t need to tell you that. So, I’m going to give you a choice. You can either pay off that mug by sweeping and cleaning windows for Magic Brew, or you can have free decaf coffee refills any time you bring that mug in.”
Trey blinked. His accident had momentarily been erased from his mind as he looked at me in confusion. “I can have free coffee any time I want? That’s what you’re going to do?”
“Decaf only,” I warned.
His face lit up. “Ha! You’re a sucker!”
And then, he ran away before I could change my mind.
Shaking my head in amusement, I returned to Magic Brew.
I would have thought that Magic Brew would be crowded out of local curiosity, but it was empty. To be fair, late afternoon wasn’t the same as the morning rush, but still. Who didn’t need coffee after this morning’s excitement?
Tea. They probably needed tea, or something less caffeinated. More calming, more soothing.
Not me. I needed caffeine as I was crashing so hard. My eyelids felt heavy, and I kept yawning.
I dragged my feet to the back of my shop and grabbed a sign I’d never used before—but had at the ready. I’d been waiting for the day when I got too successful for Magic Brew to be a one-woman—and Raven—operation.
I stuck the Now Hiring sign in the window as Joyce Wade conveniently walked in.
“Perfect, you’re just the person I’m looking for. I want a potion coffee, but your crow didn’t seem to know how to make it.” Joyce plopped her purse on the granite counter as she pursed her lips.
It was too much purses and plopping and pursing for me to handle on half a sip of Rowan’s “coffee,” so I poured myself a cup of black drip as Joyce stared at the menu.
Predictably, Joyce settled on Smoky Ash, without even needing to check the cauldron menu. She started babbling on as my coffee slowly reenergized me. Slowly.
“We had a great time with those guys last night at Crushed. Kara, especially. I think she really connected with Rowan. He’s not the tall drink of potion that the detective is, but she must be seeing something in Rowan that I’m not. Or maybe it was the detective. . . I have to say, I was so wrapped up in conversation that I didn’t notice.”
I bristled at the slight and Joyce’s eyes narrowed. “You’d better get on that before Kara. My girl Kara is a real heartbreaker,” she said.
I almost spit out my coffee. “You’re rooting for me over her?”
Joyce nodded knowingly. “My niece can get any man she wants. You, however? You’ve got one, maybe two, shots at happiness. If that’s what you want, of course.”
I propped my elbows on the counter, cradling my mug. The steam didn’t cover my sight of Joyce as much as I wanted it to. “You found some happiness with Mason Johnson, didn’t you?”
Joyce’s floppy hat flopped as she gasped. “Are you accusing me of having a romantic tryst with a dead man?”
“And that would be a bad thing because. . .”
Joyce leaned forward, her hat sliding dangerously low on her forehead. “That man has zero respect for newcomers around town. Had. I get it, I’m only a visitor. I don’t know the ins and outs of Desert Spell. I can barely navigate the resort. But you know what? He was as much a visitor as I am. He pretended to have insider knowledge. He tried to convince me he could give me a private tour and point out all the magical hot spots. But he lied. Mason Johnson was not magical. Not in the slightest! And when I asked him to show off his skills, he disappeared. Then he shows up hours later, sitting right over there, and goes about business like normal. The audacity was incredible.”
When Joyce paused to finally take a breath, I said, “How many hours later?”
“Six. Why do you think I needed a potion coffee? I obviously got no sleep.”
“So, there was no romantic tryst,” I stated.
“Fine!” Joyce rolled her eyes. “Of course there was. But it’s not like it was going to continue.”
I spoke ominously. “Because, you’d make certain of that?”
“Because Mason disappeared from his own room at the resort. Who climbs out the window of their own room? Someone who desperately wants to escape me, that’s who. And no, I don’t know if he literally climbed out the window. He was gone. That’s all I can say for certain.”
I sipped the last of my coffee. “Why did you leave the notes for Rowan and Melody?”
“You must always leave a thank you note,” she answered primly.
“And the oatmeal packet note?”
Her eyes widened before snapping to a defensive glare. “The what, now?”
I gave her an exasperated look, and she conceded. “I found it in Mason’s room, and figured I’d give it to the woman in charge here. Melody Lake deserves to know what’s going on at her resort.”
“You didn’t do it to threaten her?”
Joyce gasped again. “No! I love Enchanting. The note was a little aggressive, sure, but it wasn’t my words. I didn’t write it. I wanted to write her an explanation, but I didn’t have time to buy another greeting card. Plus, I thought it might not look great to have admitted being in a dead man’s room hours before his death.”
“And that room? You trashed it before you left, right?”
Joyce blinked. “No, I wouldn’t do that to The Enchanting staff. That would harm them, not Mason.”
“So, you did want to harm Mason?”
“I want that drink now,” Joyce said crossly.
I made her the Smoky Ash without another word, and she left as soon as she got it. “I’ll be back,” she called out as she walked out the door.
I almost laughed. So, no hard feelings on my questioning, was the vibe I was getting from Joyce.
I turned to Raven. “Joyce Wade is hiding something.”
She hopped over to me, and rubbed her neck under my arm, hiding her face. “She’s not hiding you!” I told Raven, laughing.
The coffee had finally seeped into my veins, and I was feeling much more awake. There was something Joyce wasn’t saying, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. She was all over the place, denying, and then admitting what she knew. Was her entire aim simply to experience magic? Or, was there something more sinister at play?
Both Joyce and Mason were from out of town. It was possible they knew each other from somewhere else. It was possible they just met last night and hit it off—until they didn’t.
But was disappearing reason enough for murder?
Or, what was Joyce hiding?
“I’m going to find out,” I said to Raven, who flew to the register as a customer walked in. “Make no mistake, I’ll find the killer.”
“Killer?” asked the customer. “Yes, I’m looking for a killer potion. My aunt was just here, and she says the Smoky Ash is to die for. I’ve got to try it. I’m Kara, by the way. And you are?”
“Your worst nightmare,” I growled, before breaking into a wide grin. “Just kidding. But seriously. Stay away from Rowan Brewer. Or, I’ll slip a little something extra into your coffee.”






  
  [image: image-placeholder]












Chapter 6


Tuesday 
5:33 pm
I needed to stop threatening to murder people.
Kara Smith had called the cops on me before I could finish my sentence, the one where I threatened to poison her if she went out with Rowan.
My threat was childish, not necessary, and downright lazy.
Not to mention, I now had Detective Lake yet again in my shop, questioning me—yet again—of my intentions.
“You have an intriguing way of conducting an investigation,” Felix was telling me. “I wouldn’t do it myself, but if being locked up for murder helps you. . .catch a murderer. . .then, you should do what works for you.”
“I didn’t kill Mason Johnson,” I said monotonously.
Kara smoothed her skirt. ”I can’t speak for your character, but you’re showing violent tendencies. I can’t stay silent in times such as these. You never know people’s intentions.”
She wore a hat with a wide brim and a large point. It was a cross between a straw hat, and a. . . I wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be a witch’s hat, or a party hat, and I also wasn’t sure how to feel about it.
“I apologize for threatening you,” I said as reluctantly as I could, without appearing insincere. I actually wanted to be insincere, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel it.
When Joyce Wade said her niece could get any guy she wanted, she wasn’t kidding. Kara oozed charisma—and worse yet, it was genuine. She wasn’t putting on airs.
I was even starting to regret what I said, not just based on the ridiculousness of it, but because Kara didn’t deserve it. She was too sweet of a person.
I wanted to drown her in a bath of black coffee to even out her disposition. I shook my head. Even that would just cause the coffee to be sweet. She would affect the coffee, but the coffee wouldn’t affect Kara Smith.
I stuck to hating her hat. It was questionable, at best.
“I accept your apology,” Kara said graciously.
Felix pulled a tiny pot of beeswax from his pocket, and used it to gently twirl his mustache. “Lake, why were you threatening her?”
“It’s a long story,” I muttered. It wasn’t, but it definitely wasn’t one I wanted to tell.
Kara waved her hand, like everything was charmed water under the bridge. “I overreacted, and I have to say, my sense of security in this town is secure.”
“Curious to say that after a murder.” This time I spoke too low for anyone to hear.
Kara eyed me curiously, and adjusted her hat, giving me a bemused smile. “We all have bad days. Mine is a bad hair day. That’s not an excuse for overreacting, but there you are.”
If I didn’t deeply emphasize with a bad hair day, then my name wasn’t Coral Lake. Sometimes I wanted to be named after an ocean to get those flawless beachy waves. Coral never made its way into a shampoo name, or an ingredient in a hair mask. 
Ugh. Now I didn’t hate her hat. I even understood it.
“There you are,” Felix repeated, mulling over the words like they meant something.
I cleared my throat.
Felix looked at me, as if suddenly remembering I was still there. “Kara and I played darts last night. We connected.”
Kara batted her eyelashes at Felix, which was something I had never expected to see. First of all, who was interested in Felix? He twirled his mustache! He kept beeswax for the aforementioned twirling! The only men who twirled their mustaches were in noir films or detective novels. Felix was in neither.
Also, who batted their eyelashes? Who had that kind of coordination? If I tried to do it, I’d end up having both eyes closed, and I’d be biting my lip out of frustration, not romantic appeal.
“Did you connect with Mason Johnson as well?” I asked, mostly under my breath.
“Yes, did you talk to Mason at all? I was too engrossed by the darts to notice much else—except for you, my dear.” Felix still only had eyes for Kara. I could run away, and he wouldn’t notice. No wonder he answered her call so fast.
“That’s quite the proactive detective work, my dear,” I told Felix.
“I was off-duty.”
“Well, my dear, I did speak to him a bit.” Kara’s eyes twinkled. I didn’t even know that was possible, but there it was. It was admittedly mesmerizing, and Felix was lapping it up.
“And?” I asked, impatiently. I had no time to watch them fall in love. I had a mystery to solve.
Kara turned to me, a thoughtful look falling over her perfectly symmetrical face. “It was only a few minutes of polite conversation, before he got wrapped up in a deep exchange with Joyce. They connected over their mutual fascination with magic. I appreciate magic, I do, but I have to be blunt. The Enchanting Desert Resort, and the town of Desert Spell, as a whole, are top-notch in construction. It’s not the magic that I find delightful, but the people. Melody Lake and her team have made my stay at the resort extraordinary. The customer service is impeccable, the food is delicious, and the accommodations relaxing. I tried to tell Mason this, but his eyes glazed over once I expressed my interest in magic was less than his. So, he talked to Joyce instead.”
“Mason. . .likes magic?” I asked.
“He adores it, as much as he seems to try to hide that fact.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Interesting.”
Felix also wore a thoughtful expression. “I also briefly spoke to Mason last night. But he told me he hated magic.”
Kara lightly stroked Felix’s cheek. “Why would he lie to you? Or, I suppose, to Joyce and I?”
Felix gently took Kara’s hand in his. “I’m going to find out.”
They lost sight of everything else, as they lustfully gazed in each other’s eyes. I wanted to puke from how sickly sweet they were being. Maybe I was old-fashioned, but I wanted them to do this without an audience.
I wanted to escape.
So, I did.
I walked away before they could notice, and when they finally did, they must have decided I wasn’t worth the effort. Neither of them called after me, or tried to stop me.
It didn’t matter. I’d be seeing Felix soon, anyway. That was, if he could pry himself away from Kara long enough to attend the Lake family weekly dinner. . .
#
The Lake family home was of a modest size. The grounds it rested on, however, was anything but modest. The desert landscape led to many flowers and trees lining pathways that circled a gazebo, a magical water fountain, and a swinging bench. And then, there was the expansive lake in front of the single-story sprawling home.
The lake was not natural to its environment. It had been excavated and put in the front of the Lake family home while the house was being built. Mom was responsible for the house’s architecture, and Dad did the landscaping. He insisted that the place wouldn’t be complete without a lake for the Lake family. A bit on the nose, perhaps, but I couldn’t deny the serenity it brought to the area. Plus, it was an incredible way to cool off on a hot day.
Clarence Lake was wearing perfectly square sunglasses and was crouched down in a flower bed. A small pot of dirt sat beside him. The dirt didn’t. . .sparkle, exactly. . .but it did glint in the sun’s glare. I had to avert my eyes. No wonder Dad was wearing sunglasses.
Clarence scooped a handful of dirt from the pot and sprinkled it over the plant. “You’re the first one.”
“I win,” I said, giving my dad a hug.
“It’s been a while since we had the whole family together.”
I shaded my eyes with my hand. “One week. An hour less, actually.”
Clarence nodded solemnly. “A long time. I didn’t even have this yet.”
“You went to the nursery this morning,” I said flatly. “You’ve got fresh dirt on your truck.”
“It’s going to be something, I’ll tell you. This one, too.” He gestured to the already planted one. The plant he was praising was sitting in a pot behind him, alone and forgotten—or, so I had thought.
“Which one’s better?”
Clarence gasped dramatically, clutching his heart. “That one, of course!”
He nodded his head toward the forgotten plant, and I rolled my eyes. “Why bother with this one, then?” I asked.
“You’ll see,” he said serenely. “It’ll be a prettier sight than the man you murdered.”
“I’ve got to go,” I said immediately, as I headed towards the house. “Got to sharpen my knives, you know. Get ready for the next victim.”
“That’s not how you killed the first one!” Clarence called after me, chuckling to himself.
I strolled into the house, a wry smile on my lips. Stepping inside, I was greeted by the great room ahead of me, and the kitchen to my left.
The great room had floor to ceiling windows on one wall. The rest were decorated with framed family pictures, with a few old childhood drawings included in the mix. Rugs rested on the hardwood floors. Blankets and pillows were draped on the sofa and comfy chairs. The high ceilings had exposed beams, and magical candles lined the walls.
A coffee table made from a hollowed out tree, with a glass surface, had books and a deck of cards lying on it. One of the books was a cookbook with torn out pages and lots of scribbles.
But I wasn’t looking at any of that. My smile had been erased, and replaced with horror, as I turned to the kitchen. Harper Lake was on the floor, blood all over her leg. Her light hair covered her face, and she lay still.
“Mom!” I rushed toward her, upset that I hadn’t come inside earlier. The kitchen had an open window to the front yard—why hadn’t she called for help?
Then, my gaze trailed to the broken jelly jar beside her. Harper flipped her hair back, her eyes amused and annoyed at the same time.
“Mom, I know a five-course meal is beyond your abilities, but I’d like to think you’d be capable of spreading strawberry jelly on toast.” I handed her a dishtowel, and Harper carefully dabbed the jelly.
She grinned. “You would think.”
I set the several bags of coffee beans I had brought in with me on the kitchen counter as Harper got to her feet.
Felix walked in soon after, holding a few pizza boxes. “I’ve got meat paradise, spicy veggies, and plain cheese and honey for you plain, but sweet, folk. Mom! Did you try to cook again?”
Harper grabbed a broom. “Something like that. Snacks are dangerous, never forget that.”
“No Kara?” I asked Felix innocently.
“I know Kara’s not a new type of pizza,” Harper said as she swept the glass shards. “Who’s Kara?”
Felix gave me a warning look. “Come on, Lake. You know I’ve got your back.”
“Well, Lake. I’ll believe that as long as a dart isn’t in your hand—because then, no one is safe.” I hid a smile at Felix’s embarrassment. His confidence lay in crime-solving, not with the ladies.
I took plates from the cupboard and set the table. As I was reaching for water glasses, Mel strolled in with a couple bottles of champagne—so, I switched to champagne flutes.
She was sneezing and dabbing at her nose with a handkerchief. “Why won’t you let me spell the place for allergies? I’m dying every time I come home.”
Clarence came in just then. “Why won’t you take the natural remedy I always offer you? It used to work when you were a kid.”
“It’s temporary,” Mel said crossly. “I spelled The Enchanting to not have allergens, so everyone can enjoy it. I can do the same here.”
“You have to refresh that spell constantly. There’s no need to mess with nature.”
“Don’t you want to see me more?”
Clarence brightened. “Does this mean you’ll go on a hike with me?”
Mel smoothed her flawless blouse. “That’s nature, Dad. I don’t do all that natural stuff.”
We all sat at the round dining table. I had long since made a habit of wedging myself in between Harper and Felix, so I wouldn’t have to sit next to Mel, back when we weren’t getting along.
“This one is more dry, and this one is more fruity,” Mel said as she opened the bottles. Opening them both at once was a bold move, but then again, it had been a bold day.
I poured Harper the fruity champagne. “It’ll make up for what you missed out on earlier,” I told her.
She squeezed my hand. “Thanks, hon.”
I grabbed a slice of cheese and honey as Clarence did the same, while checking his watch.
“Mom, why didn’t you tell me City Hall is at risk?” I asked, after swallowing a gooey bite of cheese.
“It’s fine. I wouldn’t worry about it.”
I stared at her. “You’re fine, but City Hall is going under? And you have a vacant building that you have no plans on filling? Why won’t you let them rent it from you anymore?”
“City Hall is not going under,” Harper said. “I suppose it might, one day, but it wouldn’t affect me.”
“Why?”
“I sold it.”
I stared at her, cheese sliding off my slice as I held it in mid-air. “When?”
“Earlier this year.” Harper sighed. “It was supposed to be a good thing, but after it was sold, it was clear the buyer’s intentions were not the same as mine. He promised to maintain the building as a landmark of Desert Spell. But then he changed his tune. He wanted to tear it down, and build a luxury hotel—a direct competitor of The Enchanting.”
“No one can compete with me,” Mel said dismissively. “I welcome competition.”
“Who bought it?” I asked.
Harper hesitated before answering. “Mason Johnson.”
“Mom!” Mel exclaimed, flabbergasted.
“Fortunately, that was the only building I sold. I tried to buy it back, at a better price than what he paid, but Mason refused.”
“Now—he’s dead, who—Hall belong to?” asked Felix, a mouthful of pizza hindering the clarity of his words.
Harper shrugged. “I don’t know.”
Felix swallowed. “That’s a good motive for murder, Mom. You ever think about killing Mason to get the place back?”
Clarence frowned at Felix, his mustache drenched in pizza sauce. “Come on, son. We all know Coral killed Mason. It wasn’t your mother.”
“Thanks, Dad,” I muttered.
He winked. “I got you.”
“That’s not enough, though.” I slammed the table with my hands, and immediately winced. I’d used too much strength, and now my hands hurt. “You knew Mason screwed Mel over. You knew The Enchanting’s coffee shop is cursed.”
Harper blinked at my using Melody’s nickname, but made no other sign that her daughters might be getting along again.
“The shop is cursed?” Harper was taken aback. She looked at Mel. “But that’s your project, not mine.”
Mel held up her hands. “So?”
“Mason Johnson threatened to curse any building I owned if I wouldn’t sell City Hall to him. I didn’t believe him. It’s not like he can do magic or has any knowledge of curses. But perhaps. . .”
“I’m sure if Mason was going to curse Mel’s shop, it would be because of Mel, and not you,” Felix said with a shrug.
Mel made a face at him. “Mom, I fired Coral to protect her, and you’re saying this was your fault?”
Clarence checked his watch again, and I had had enough. “Dad! Stop checking the time. You got somewhere better to be?”
“Possibly,” Clarence said mildly. He stood up. “I want to show you something.”
Clarence plucked a magic candle from the wall sconce and headed outside. The rest of my family followed him. I stayed seated for a minute, before reluctantly getting up. I didn’t see how looking at a flower would help. There weren’t any ice blue winecups here to inspect.
By  the time I caught up, everyone was standing around the plant he was attending to earlier. It had bloomed, and a fluffy blue flower was hanging from the stem. Clarence held his hand under the flower, and it dropped onto his palm. He carefully carried it to the edge of the lake, where he set the flower on the water, then held the candle over the flower.
The candle floated in midair above the flower. Clarence pushed the flower forward, and the unlikely pair journeyed across the lake with the help of a gentle breeze.
The candle lit up the flower, and the reflection of the blue on the water was stunning. By the time it had reached the lake’s center, the petals had started to come apart, leaving a blue streak across the water.
“Now, isn’t that something,” Clarence said in delight.
“You tore up a flower to see some pretty blue light,” I said.
“It blooms for one night only. What else would you have me do? Let it stay connected to the rest of the plant, like some ordinary flower?”
I crossed my arms, mainly because of the chill in the air. “Maybe.”
A loud BANG suddenly went off, and I jumped back in surprise. Looking around, it was clear that the explosion had come from the candle setting fire to the flower—seeing that the flower had now burst into a ton of tiny pieces.
Clarence frowned. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”
The torn petals formed into words, spelling out: Get a charms maker to lift the curse.
They floated ominously on the water’s surface. The sun had almost fully set, and the moon had risen. The sky was pink and orange.
Mel turned on her heels and headed back to the house, sneezing. “If some petals think they can tell me what to do, then. . .”
Her furious rambling faded away as she went out of earshot.
Felix clapped me on the back. “Lake, looks like you’ve got something more pressing than a murder to take care of. I’ll find who offed Mason. You figure out how to get Mel to open the coffee shop back up. I miss getting a cup of joe whenever I stop by The Enchanting.”
“You can come by Magic Brew first. Or, go to any restaurant in The Enchanting. They all have coffee.”
He gazed at the floating petals. “It’s just not the same. . .”
We headed back to the house after Clarence finished staring at the explosive writing, and shaking his head. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he kept saying.
Mel was clearing the table and had already thrown away the empty pizza boxes after storing the few leftover slices in the fridge. Felix started collecting and scrubbing the dishes, as Clarence stared out the window at the lake.
Harper went into the pantry, grabbed some things, and then came out with a heavy paper bag. She forced it onto me.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“Wine, olives, cheese, salami, and crackers. Eat them all one by one, and you’ve got yourself quite the five-course meal. You’ll need some sustenance if you’re going to solve this.”
“I’m the crime-solver around here!” Felix called out.
Harper gave me a serious look. “I’m sorry for not telling you earlier. I didn’t realize it would turn into a big mess, and I didn’t want to drag any of my children into it.”
I nodded. “I know.”
Another BANG sounded, and I jumped. We all crowded by the window, where we could see the lake shimmering in blue light. The petals had exploded once more, this time expanding to cover every inch of the lake. How that was even possible was beyond me.
It was a beautiful sight to behold. I could have gazed at it all night. The light was just enough to illuminate the small ripples in the lake caused by the breeze. It was comforting.
Clarence crossed his arms. “That’s what was supposed to happen.”
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Chapter 7


Tuesday

8:01 pm

The Enchanting was. . .well. . . enchanting at night. The lights wrapped around the trees, illuminated the plants, and gave a warm sparkle to the area. Everything that was enchanting during the day was magnified twenty times at night. It was cozy, but elegant. Graceful, but still a ton of fun.
I had come to The Enchanting straight from the family dinner. The rest of my family was also on their way over, and judging by the crowd, I was the only one too wrapped up in my own life and oblivious to not notice that City Hall needed saving. When I found Rowan, his face immediately lit up upon seeing me.
“I’m glad you came, Coral,” he said with a soft smile.
I touched his shoulder. “Me, too.”
A stage was built in the middle of a grassy area normally reserved for picnics. It was the only place where grass grew in the resort. A white podium with a large banner hanging above it was the only thing on the stage. The banner read: Save Desert Spell City Hall.
Gilbert Hall walked onto the stage. He was dressed smartly, wearing an all-black suit and tie. It was a far cry from the jeans and holey t-shirt that he had worn in the bar. This was his usual work uniform—and his coworker, Amelia Rodriguez, was dressed similarly.
Amelia was already at the podium, ready to speak. There was no mic and when she spoke, her voice was amplified with the help of the magically-aided podium.
“Welcome, my fellow Desert Spellers. Today, we have gathered to save City Hall. In the light of today’s events, however, our gathering has changed. I just received word from the estate of Mason Johnson. His lawyer will be speaking momentarily. We thank you for your patience.”
And with that, she stood back expectantly. Gilbert joined her, also holding a position of waiting. Neither one of them made a move, and the crowd murmured amongst themselves. I noticed my parents and Mel in the crowd. Felix and Kara were also there, not that they noticed anyone else around them. They only had eyes for each other.
No one was impatient, but everyone was confused—until a minute later, when a poof of smoke covered the podium.
I rolled my eyes. Only someone non-magical would use a smoke screen.
When the smoke faded, the lawyer appeared behind the podium. She wore overalls and a can-do attitude.
Rowan’s jaw literally dropped. “Sofia? She didn’t put lawyer on her resume.”
“Did you read her resume?” I asked, wryly.
“She told me that she had the necessary skills. She failed to mention that she was overqualified. Although, you don’t need a law degree for what we do. It would have been a great fun fact for her first day, though.”
“I’d rather hear about how she is in cahoots with a murder victim—and why.”
Sofia wiped her hands of smoke dust. It was a common charm sold to tourists.
“I’m here at the request of Mason Johnson.” She wrinkled her nose at the smoke. “That was also at the request of Mason Johnson. This is not normal procedure, however, he asked me to make a statement in the case of his untimely demise.”
The crowd was murmuring again. The confusion was only growing. Mason Johnson thought he would die? He thought he would be murdered? He inspected buildings to make sure they were up to code. While he may have made a lot of enemies, it was hardly a topic for murder—or, so everyone had thought.
But then, that was the problem. No one expected a murder to happen in Desert Spell. The town was about giving life experiences and opportunities—not taking them away.
“This will be short,” Sofia said as she pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. The brown piece of paper was a long rectangle, with printed writing on one side and scribbled handwriting on the other. I stared at the paper as she read the scribblings.
“City Hall, along with all properties I own, are hereby bequeathed to Amelia Rodriguez. For everything else, see my will or my lawyer. Preferably both,” Sofia read out.
Gilbert’s eye twitched, as he immediately began clapping. He came to the podium and spoke to the crowd. “We did it!” he yelled in delight.
I, and everyone around me, covered our ears as the podium amplified his yell. Amelia Rodriguez was standing at the edge of the stage in shock. She didn’t know where to look or what to do with her hands. Unless she was an extremely good actress, Amelia had no idea this was coming.
Gilbert motioned her to the podium, and she walked over to him on shaky legs. Sofia stepped aside, now seemingly bored. Her piece was done.
“We saved it,” Amelia said in a firm voice, despite her wobbly legs. “I don’t know how, but we did it. Let’s celebrate. Desert Spellers, please welcome our very own Nina Nash to the stage!”
Sofia Ivan snapped her fingers, and the podium transformed into a mic on a stand.
Nina Nash took the stage and sang an upbeat but hauntingly beautiful song about a past love affair.
Rowan gently squeezed my arm. “Do you want to go on a walk?”
“Yes,” I said simply.
He held out his arm and I laughed. “I know this place better than you do.”
Rowan followed me with an amused expression. “Who plans elaborate events here?”
“Who went with Mel on the initial showing before she bought the place?”
“So you saw it undeveloped and you think you know The Enchanting like the back of your hand?” Rowan brushed his hand with mine.
“Correct.”
Our friendly banter seemed to include a lot of unnecessary touching, and I was here for it. The night air was chilled but not uncomfortable. Everything felt cozy and peaceful. It was like this morning no one had been murdered. We wandered to the bridge with the cocoons, which were glistening in the moon’s glow.
“You didn’t mention that my brother was canoodling with Kara last night,” I said.
Rowan’s eyes widened in put-on innocence. “Oh, did I not tell you they hit it off?”
“Nope.”
He laughed. “I was the only person not flirting my brains out. Okay, fine. It was me, Aloe, Gilbert, and Nina. The quartet of us should have been playing darts instead. We could have had a real game going. Well, Gilbert was a little sloshed, Nina was busy working on her song, and Aloe has some stupid policy of not playing darts on the job.”
“So, it would have been you besting yourself over and over again.”
Rowan made a face. “I would have lost to the high score of the day over and over again. You might not know this about me, but I’m not great at darts.”
“Is that why this is why you’re finally trying to hit the target?” I asked flirtatiously.
We stood on the bridge, his arms wrapped around my waist, as we gazed at the pond. The water was rippling, but there was no breeze. The cocoons hanging under the water were moving back and forth, and then all at once, butterflies burst out. They flew out of the water in a spectacular display, hovered around us for a minute, then took off in every direction.
It was beautiful.
“You’re the only one who can tell me if I’m anywhere near the target.” His voice reverberated across my neck, his breath warming me.
I turned around, still wrapped in his arms. “You’re there.”
His eyes shone as brightly as the tree lights. My hands crept up to his face, and I pulled him closer to me. Our lips were centimeters apart, and the anticipation was heady.
BANG.
My heartbeat quickened. The sudden explosion was too familiar for my liking.
We reluctantly broke apart, trying to figure out where it was coming from.
“Over there!” I gestured to smoke rising from the area by the stage. “But it can’t be. . .”
“That’s where Nina is performing,” Rowan murmured. He grabbed my hand—which felt so comforting—and we ran in the direction of the commotion.
By the time we reached the staging area, nothing could be done. People crowded the stage, and I pushed my way through to get a better view, stepping over shredded blue petals.
The podium was gone. Only white splinters remained. In its place was a large pile of exploded blue petals.
“It doesn’t make sense,” I muttered, sifting through the splinters and brushing aside a dark pointed one that almost stuck itself in me.
Rowan shot me a concerned look. “You’ve seen this before?”
“Who made the podium?” I asked him.
“Sofia spelled it to make the voice amplification. My installation team built it and set it up.”
“I need to talk to her.”
Before I could, though, I spotted Clarence Lake kneeling in the grass, inspecting a petal piece. 
Rowan went to find Sofia, and I took a quick detour.
“Mom and I were standing over there, talking to Mel, and all of a sudden, we hear this loud pop. It was just like on the lake. The flower is supposed to explode, but as a fun effect. This seems to put out a more menacing message,” Dad told me.
I glanced over at Harper and Mel, who, according to their wild hand gestures, were in a heated debate. “Worse than tampering with it to write a message on the water?”
“That was a warning. This is something else.” He held the petal up to the moonlight, trying to divine answers.
I went over to Harper and Mel.
“Of course Mason Johnson is dead! This isn’t a conspiracy,” Mel was saying in frustration.
“It seems like something he would do. He’s already thrown fits over not getting what he wants. Is faking his death such a far stretch?”
I quickly backed away. I just started getting along with Mel again. I wasn’t going to engage in something that might put that in jeopardy.
“Hey, Dad!” I called out as Mel looked at me oddly, motioning me to join them. “What’s that? Yeah, I’m coming,” I continued to say to Clarence, who in no way heard me.
Once I got closer to him, he raised his eyebrows. “Back so soon?”
“Where did you get the plant that exploded on the lake from?” I asked.
Clarence frowned. “I cross-pollinated it. It’s one of a kind, unless someone else did the same.”
“What’s the likelihood of that happening?”
“Incredibly slim. They’d have to be watching me to think of it. The plants I used aren’t your common ones. I’ve only seen them on The Enchanting hillside.”
“This isn’t magic that someone can do, right? No spell, or charm caused this?”
“It’s the plant’s doing. The magic is from the plant, not the person.”
“So, it doesn’t matter what magical ability someone has? Anyone could have set this up?”
Clarence nodded and I sighed.
“That narrows it down,” I grumbled.
Seeing as he couldn’t help further, I went to find Rowan. He was sitting with Sofia Ivan on the stage in the middle of all the podium splinters, shredded blue petals, and remaining ash from both the smoke screen charm and the explosion.
“What is this?” she asked in despair.
The amplification spell attached to the podium was still partially working. Sofia’s voice projected across the crowd, but it was broken up and staticky.
“I made sure that it would work perfectly. And it did! Everything went according to plan—the plans we set up, anyway.” She shrugged. “The plans I set up.”
Rowan frowned. “How did you get involved in this?”
Sofia sighed. “Mason and I were in law school at the same time. I passed the bar and he didn’t. He could have tried again, not everyone passes it the first time. But he didn’t. I have an active license, even though I found my calling elsewhere.”
Rowan brightened. “You like what you do that much, huh?”
“No, my dad called me and asked if being a lawyer would make me happy. I said yes, but then I became one and quickly grew bored. I wanted to work with my hands. So, I moved back to my hometown and took the first job I could get. And for some reason, that job has made me happier and I have ever been.”
Rowan’s expression had dropped briefly as Sofia spoke, but quickly perked back up. “That’s fair.”
“Why did you agree to work with Mason?” I asked.
Sofia shrugged again. “He couldn’t afford anyone, and I could use the extra cash. Granted, it wasn’t much extra cash. Literal pocket change.”
“What was he like, as a person?”
“If he spent as much time on his studies as he did on his schemes, he would have been in fine shape. He always had some kind of shortcut going on. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. Mason always thought that he could do better, but he didn’t want to work for it.” Sofia’s review of Mason Johnson’s character was not scathing, but thoughtful.
“Who would have had it out for him?” I asked.
Sofia laughed. “Everyone. Anyone.”
“Murder seems like a tough sell,” said Rowan. “Would a shortcut have caused that kind of conclusion?”
“Look, I have no clue. The last time I spoke to Mason was a couple months ago, on the phone. I found out he was in town when I heard the news that he was dead.” 
“Sure you did!” A man wearing a baseball cap and holding a beer was shaking his head vigorously.  He came over to us, his cheeks red, and his eyes serious. “I saw what happened. Right before the explosion, you signaled to someone. You gave the all clear!”
Sofia folded her arms. “To who?”
“I don’t know, I couldn’t see. That was the point! You signaled to someone hidden, they pulled the trigger, so to speak. Or, maybe it was an actual trigger. I don’t know. But you know more than you’re letting on.”
“You’re lying,” Sofia spat.
“I know what I saw, and I saw what I know.”
“Then you know nothing!” Joyce Wade marched up to us, indignant.
The man threw his beer on the stage. “What do you know that I don’t?”
“You are searching your cooler for another beer when the podium exploded. I know because you offered me one, and I graciously accepted. No one was on the stage when it rained blue flowers. Nina Nash’s delightful performance had ended. I was inspecting the podium, from a distance—which is not the best way to inspect something.
“I wanted to learn how that spell worked to get everyone’s voices amplified. So, I started to move closer to the stage, when the chaos happened.” Joyce adjusted her floppy hat. The sunscreen streaks on her cheeks were faded and flaking, but her enthusiasm was going strong. “This guy was busy searching his cooler for some much-needed refreshment. He didn’t see anything. I, however, saw it all.”
“And?” I asked, impatiently.
“It was her!” Joyce accused Sofia dramatically. “This man is right about that. He’s just wrong on what happened.”
Sofia rolled her eyes. “You’re lying too.”
“There is no one else up on stage. Nina had left and you had gone up. You said that was the end of the show and to enjoy the rest of the night. It was a nice cover, but I don’t fall for nice covers. I know what’s up. Conspiracy theories are for people with no hobbies and too much free time. What you see is what you get. And this woman was on stage, therefore, she caused the explosion. Simple as that.”
“Did anyone on the installation team do anything without your approval or supervision?” Rowan asked.
“No,” Sofia said flatly.
“How did that hot air balloon get here? It wasn’t here earlier,” I said.
The hot air balloon that Sofia had been working on earlier in the day was now standing behind the stage. Sofia frowned and went over to take a closer look. “It shouldn’t have left the office,” she called out to us as she left.
“Someone put the balloon here in between the time of when we left and when we returned. But why?” I asked.
Rowan ran his fingers through his hair. “Who got into the office is what I want to know. I locked up after Sofia left. Only Sofia and I have keys, plus there’s a master key in Mel’s office. But only Mel has the key to access where the master keys are stored.”
“Joyce got into Mel’s office,” I murmured, deep in thought. I looked around to see where Joyce had gone, but all I saw was the hot air balloon taking flight instead.
“Sofia!” Rowan shouted.
Sofia was standing in the balloon’s basket, confused and horrified.
The balloon rose higher and higher, floating over the oblivious crowd.
She yelled something to us, but I couldn’t make out the words. I was also starting to not be able to make out the balloon anymore. It became fuzzier and fuzzier until it floated out of sight.
It took a while before we couldn’t see the giant balloon anymore, but it also took a while to scrape our jaws up off the floor.
I stared at the now empty—but starry—sky. “Was Sofia just kidnapped by a balloon?”
Disbelief clouded Rowan’s face. “I did not knowingly hire a lawyer or a balloon kidnapper. I didn’t hire a balloon at all, I just used it. Did the balloon want fair compensation?”
“Definitely.” I patted his arm, sighing. “Whoever exploded the podium is close enough to my family to watch my dad cross-pollinate plants and want to send my sister a message. Twice.”
Rowan nodded, deep in thought. “Someone’s got something out for the Lake family.”
“And that’s before you get to Sofia disappearing.”
Rowan pulled out his phone. “I’m going to trace the rest of the hot air balloons. Maybe someone saw her.”
I gazed at the stars again. Their sparkle wasn’t as magical as it was when Rowan and I were on the bridge. Now they seemed cold and ominous. “Unless Sofia is doomed to live in the sky forever.”
Rowan kissed my forehead. “She can’t be doomed to living a fantasy of yours. It wouldn’t make sense.”
I hugged my body from the chill in the air—although Rowan’s kiss did help a bit with some warmth on my cheeks. “Nothing makes sense.”
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Chapter 8


Tuesday

9:50 pm

All attempts to reach Sofia—whether by stretching my hand up towards the sky or the more boring route of calling her cell phone—failed. 
Rowan was organizing a team of hot air balloon rescuers. Mel was doing damage control and making sure the crowd was entertained by Nina Nash’s unexpected encore.
Anyone who saw Sofia leave assumed it was part of the show or were too oblivious to realize that something more sinister was going on.
I had raced back to Magic Brew, hastily threw a closed sign up, and returned with my secret weapon.
Raven had been taking a nap—another reason I needed an actual employee, not someone I bribed to cover for me with treats—and was cranky.
After promising her a spa day and more treats, Raven flew off to search the dark skies for Sofia. I would have thought that a giant hot air balloon with brightly lit stringed lights would have been easy to spot.
Apparently, I was very wrong.
I had been staring up at the sky, hoping to see something, after sending Raven off. There wasn’t much else I could do. I didn’t know Sofia well enough to make an educated guess on where she might be.
The air was chilled, and tension clung to the coldness. Nina’s singing was beautiful—but haunting—in the turn of events. Her melodic notes seemed unreal and distant, even though they were close and approachable.
Nothing made sense. Everything was off. I didn’t know what to do—and that bothered me. I liked taking action. I liked doing things. But right now? It seemed like all I could do was wait.
And I hated waiting.
Rowan got off the phone and immediately collapsed on a random patch of grass, holding his head in his hands. “I failed my employee. I should have stopped this.”
I wrapped an arm around his shoulder, plopping down next to him. “There’s nothing you could have done.”
“I should be a better boss. I don’t even know how I got this position. I can barely manage myself, why would anyone put me in charge of someone else?” He hid his anguished face between his knees.
“What are you talking about? You do great work.” I waved my hand, gesturing to the event before us—not that he was looking at it.
“You’ve seen my office. It’s a mess. My mentor got a job opportunity he couldn’t pass up a few months ago, and I got this job by default. It was me and him handling all the events. I learned a lot, but I’m not him.”
“You seem to have been doing all right without him,” I said with optimism.
“This is the first event I planned solely by myself, with the help of my team—which is really just Sofia. I feel responsible for anything but has or—who knows, will—happen.”
I laughed, prompting Rowan to finally look up in confusion. I nudged him. “An exploding podium made from a plant my dad cross-bred? A hot air balloon stealing someone away? How could you have seen either of those coming?”
A small wry smile briefly crossed his face. “I suppose not,” he groaned.
I snuggled closer to him, partially for the warmth. The night air was chilly. “We need to ask ourselves if this is real.”
“Do you think she kidnapped herself, as well as rigged the podium? What’s the motive?” Rowan asked in disbelief.
“Maybe she is upset that Mason Johnson didn’t leave her City Hall.”
Rowan didn’t appear convinced, so I pressed on. “She used to live in a big city, and she came home unexpectedly. Why? Was she expecting a big payout?”
“A big payout would have helped her and her family enormously. From what I understand, they’ve been through some hard times recently.”
“I want to talk to them. What’s the address?”
Rowan sighed. “I don’t know if I should give it out. Stefan’s a private person from what I understand. It’s Sofia and her father, no one else. Stefan Ivan lost his job somewhat recently, and I don’t think he’s been handling it well. Sofia’s been trying to be there for him, but I don’t know how much it’s helped.”
“I just want to talk to him. Or, you can talk to him. Either way, I think he should be notified.”
I stared at the sky again, at a loss of what to do next. I tried to pick out a constellation, but all I saw was a bunch of stars. A shadow crossed one particular star, but then I realized it wasn’t a shadow at all.
Raven had returned—and she was holding something in her beak.
She dropped a twig and a note onto my outstretched palms, before landing on Rowan’s head. He carefully tried to brush her off, but she latched on to his golden locks like they were the comfiest landing ever.
I unfurled the note attached to the twig. Don’t look for me.
“Don’t look for me,” I said in an ominous tone to Rowan. “Is this from Mason or Sofia?”
Rowan gazed at the note, his brows furrowed. “Mason’s dead.”
“But what if he arranged this before he died? Just like the reading of his will?”
“This is Sofia’s handwriting,” he responded, his voice tight. “Why would she do this? What does this mean?”
“Is this note for me, or for you? She knows Raven from the many times she’s been in Magic Brew. But what if she sent this through Raven to get to you?”
“It’s for everyone. She doesn’t want to be found.”
“The best way to get someone to look for you is to tell them not to look for you,” I muttered.
Rowan’s eyes widened. “Is that what’s happening? Is she ensuring her rescue team? Sofia’s always up to something I don’t understand. She likes games and riddles.”
I shrugged. “No clue. But a note isn’t going to stop me.”
We sat there, gazing at the sky, until Nina finished her set. The music quieted, and the crowd slowly began to disperse. I noticed Nina taking a moment for herself and resting on a comfortable grass patch, so I decided to interrupt that peacefulness to get some answers. I wanted to hear another witness-to-the-scene’s story. I needed to do something, and that might help.
Rowan went to his office to scrape up the Ivan family address and see if there was anything he missed that might help, as I disturbed Nina.
Nina Nash was lying on a blanket, a little ways from everyone else. Her knees were propped up and her hands behind her head as she gazed at the sky. She seemed lost in the stars. Maybe she was able to make out the constellations that were all a bright blur to me.
I offered her the tea, which she suspiciously accepted.
“You didn’t poison this, did you?” Nina asked, as she sat up, sneezing. “Allergies are the worst.”
I sat next to her. “Maybe I did.”
She sipped the chamomile tea, regardless. “Shouldn’t Felix be asking me about what I saw, instead of you? That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?”
I shrugged. “I wanted to ask you more about your songwriting, rather than the fiasco that just happened.”
Nina Nash was someone who wouldn’t give up information easily. She was a smart, thoughtful person. The idea that she would immediately give me everything that she knew, was ridiculous. I needed a softer approach. 
“What gave you the inspiration for the song you performed tonight?” I asked.
Nina kept slowly sipping her tea. “It’s not like I get inspiration from one thing. It’s a lot of things put together.”
“Like what?”
The songwriter didn’t answer and gazed back up at the stars. I internally cursed myself. I was used to being direct and getting direct answers. I needed to up my game. Rethink my strategy. Clearly one form of interrogation wasn’t going to work on everyone.
“I suppose what I’m trying to ask isn’t where you got your inspiration for one song from. It’s where you get your inspiration for all your songs. How do you get the courage to come up with a song from the heart, but also have it resonate with your listeners?” 
“I think if it makes an impact on me, it will make an impact on them.” Nina sighed. “Take the song I performed tonight. It has great meaning for me, but it might mean something completely different for anyone who hears it. What did it mean for you?”
I thought about it. “It was upbeat and had a good rhythm to it. But the longer I listened to it, the more I noticed that the lyrics were hauntingly beautiful. Whoever you dated to give you inspiration for that song must have really done a number on you.” 
“You keep talking about inspiration. I do think past experiences fuel my writing, but it’s not that simple. I might take an idea from an experience, but that doesn’t tell the whole story. It’s just a snippet of a feeling that I had long ago. Or, maybe a short time ago. It depends. But I work at my songs. Inspiration only gets you so far. You have to put the time and effort into making something.”
I grinned. “So, it was based off of an ex?”
“Of a sort,” she answered. “Look, I didn’t see anything unusual. I did a sound check with Sofia before the show and everything worked perfectly. I don’t know what triggered the explosion but whoever wanted the podium to blow up waited until everything was done. It wasn’t about saving City Hall, otherwise it would have happened when the people were speaking. I don’t think anyone was at the podium when it was blown to bits.”
“It was to make a point.” I just needed to figure out what that point was. . .
“I would have thought it would be more obvious if someone was being attacked. Maybe the podium was faulty. Even the best spellcasters can make mistakes.”
Rowan wouldn’t like the implication that Sofia accidentally caused it, but I wasn’t so certain. It could have been a mistake—although, that brought the hot air balloon into question. Was that another mistake? Or, was Sofia kidnapped?
I thought about the panicked look on Sofia’s face, as she realized that the balloon was carrying her off to an unknown destination. Hiding information and not saying anything about your past was one thing. But acting in front of people, when you’re not a professional actress, was a whole other thing.
The oatmeal packet had “charms maker” scribbled on it. Nina wasn’t a charms maker. If no one had been on stage when the flower had burst into pieces, then who was the message for?
Mel was the obvious choice.  She had been around every time a message was sent. But what if the message was meant for multiple people? Mel hadn’t been alone, except for the time the oatmeal packet had been slipped into her office. If I was trying to get something done and I had a limited time frame, I wouldn’t be counting on one person. I’d round up everyone that I knew who could help. Was that what was happening here?
It also meant that Mason couldn’t convince a charms maker to do what he wanted. I needed to talk to Desert Spell’s charms makers.
Nina sneezed again. “Do you sell tea at your shop?”
I broke away from my train of thoughts and looked at Nina. “No. Well, yes. It’s not on the main menu. It’s on the secret tea menu, if you can find it.”
“I imagine people ask for it, even without finding the menu.”
I nodded. “I normally make people find the menu, though. It’s more fun that way.”
“Do you like making things hard for your customers?” Nina asked, thoughtfully.
“People like to come in with very specific orders. So, I should be able to do the same—just with the menu items. I find that if you distract people with obscure menus, they end up happier with their order. It’s like having to work for it gives them a sense of accomplishment. And then, when they return, they have the inside scoop. It makes them feel special.”
“That’s like with my songs. I like to keep things mysterious.” And with that, Nina took a final sip of tea and laid back down on the blanket.
I got up. For all my talk of knowing what my customers wanted, I was never as certain on what Desert Spell required for my coffee shop to be up to code. We were a small town inside a much larger county and had to abide by the county rules, in addition to the town rules. I had to make sure my permits in City Hall were  in line with what they wanted, as well as having inspectors like Mason Johnson come by and give Magic Brew a rating.
It was the codes and permits that I didn’t understand. I got the basic health rules, but there was always some odd rule that I was violating—while having no idea that it had even existed in the first place.
I was nervous for my inspection tomorrow, and I had to admit that tonight’s events—and this morning’s big event—were a good distraction.
I returned to the main area of the park, where the commotion had died down. Mel was calling everyone she knew and coordinating with her employees to see if they could locate Sofia Ivan. Rowan was still at his office. So, I took the only course of action left to me.
I called Rowan, got the address, and headed off to Stefan Ivan’s home.
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Chapter 9


Tuesday

10:39 pm

The night air was chilly. The sky was gloomy. The moon on was full display and shining brilliantly, but somehow that just brought light to creepy shadows. I shivered. 
Stefan Ivan’s apartment was on the outskirts of town. It was as far away from Magic Brew as you could get, while staying in Desert Spell. It was part of a modest complex, maybe ten units tops. The building was dated, and weeds had taken over the entryway. I was sure the inside wasn’t any nicer.
The doorbell was shaped like an eye and when I went to press it, the gold eyelid lifted, revealing a shockingly gold eye behind it. It moved around, watching me.
I pressed it anyway, despite the oddly realistic representation. It even felt slimy.
After faintly hearing the doorbell, the front door burst open. A man with tufted golden hair and dark brown eyes came out, and glared at me suspiciously.
“You pressed the doorbell,” he stated aggressively.
“That would be correct.” I rolled my eyes. Like anyone else would have pressed it.
“You actually pressed it.”
I was tired of stating the obvious. “Are you Stefan Ivan?”
“What do you think?”
I stared at him, more bored than intimidated. When the middle-aged man had answered the door, he had stepped onto the worn-out welcome mat. There were as many holes in the mat as in his shirt. He wore sweatpants and a ratty bathrobe. His watch, however, was pristine. It was gold like the doorbell, but the facing wasn’t an eye. It was simple, plain, and had Roman numerals for the numbers.
“I think I want to know what kind of charm your watch is,” I said.
Stefan jingled his wrist, suddenly more at ease with having me on his doorstep. “No need for batteries.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Is that all you kept from your charms shop?”
Stefan’s unfriendliness returned in a flash. “You should be going now.”
“The doorbell on the empty shop across from mine has a gold eye doorbell. Plus, I remember your shop. It wasn’t that long ago that you were running the best charms shop in Desert Spell.”
Stefan rested his hands against the door frame, as if he suddenly needed help holding himself up. “I don’t know if it was the best charms shop in Desert Spell. There’s plenty of good ones. But it was mine, and it made me happy.”
I tilted my head. “There aren’t, though. There is maybe one other charms shop now. It seemed like your shop was in high demand. Why did you go out of business?”
“I don’t know what you’re doing here, but getting me out of bed to ask me about my failed business is not my idea of light conversation.”
I stared him straight in his menacing eyes. I detected more hurt than anger in them. “I’m trying to figure out who killed Mason Johnson. I’d like to think you would make an exception on your ‘light conversation’ rules for him.”
Stefan’s upper lip curled. “Mason Johnson’s dead, huh? He took away everything that made my life meaningful, except for my daughter. I’d like nothing more than to see him rot.” A small smile crept onto Stefan’s face. “And now, he has. This is, indeed, much lighter conversation than I was expecting.”
I went for the jugular. “Did you kill him?”
“Ha! No, but I salute whoever did it.” Stefan wiped his feet on the welcome mat in a distinct pattern. The mat disappeared, and a tiny table with two tiny chairs popped up in its place. I felt like a giant sitting in the chair, and Stefan definitely looked like one. He hit the doorbell with his elbow, and light classical music began playing.
“Now, we can have a conversation,” he said with relish. “Don’t tell me you’re trying to find Mason’s killer to avenge him. I’ll do anything I can to hinder that process, if that’s the case.”
“He dropped dead in my coffee shop, and I’d like to prove my innocence and beat my brother at solving the crime. Why would you want to hinder the process? What do you have against Mason Johnson?”
“Mason Johnson wanted to buy my shop. He said he’d keep it as is. Nothing would change. So, I said to him, what’s the point in that? You think I would hand over my shop just because you want it?”
“How good was the money?” It was a practical question, more than anything. Was it an offer he couldn’t refuse?
Stefan let out a short laugh. It sounded like he was sucking in air and choking it out. “It was a decent offer, sure. But his attitude about it was ridiculous. He seemed to think that I would sell, no problem. He promised to keep my charms shop as is, but he wouldn’t listen to me when I tried to explain what was important to me about it. How can I trust a man like that?”
I nodded. “That would be difficult.”
“When I refused, he tried to become a part-owner. He said he could bring in new charms and revitalize the shop. Well, I was doing just fine. I didn’t need someone to come in and mess with my stuff, simply because they thought they knew better than me. The idiot couldn’t even perform a charm. What did he know more than me about charms? Nothing. I’ll tell you that right there. Absolutely nothing.”
I crossed my arms. “So, if you didn’t sell the shop, then why did it go under?”
Stefan banged his hand on the table, causing it to shake and almost topple over. “The man was an inspector. You run a coffee shop? I’d watch out for people like Mason Johnson. One day you’re running your place, and everything is working perfectly, and everything is up to code. Then, the next, a moronic inspector finds something that you’re not in compliance with.
“You bring your shop back up to compliance, but it’s too late. Because by the time you fix that one thing, he’s found a hundred others that need fixing, or more money, or more time. Before you know it, you’ve lost your shop, and you’re relegated to fiddling with charms in a tiny apartment. It’s not worth it.”
“If you could go back and agree to selling your shop, or making Mason a part-owner, would you have done it?”
“No. I may have lost my shop, but I wouldn’t have sold my soul to work with that devil.” Sadness flitted across Stefan’s face, before being replaced by relief. “I’m glad you rang my doorbell. You’ve given me life again. No one else will get taken advantage by Mason Johnson.”
I hesitated before speaking. The connection between Mason Johnson and Sofia Ivan was clear, but how much he had to do with her disappearance was not. “Have you talked to your daughter recently?”
“We spoke a couple days ago. Sofia told me all about the hot air balloon she was rigging up. I gave her a few tips. I think it’s going to turn out nicely.”
“What were the tips?” I asked.
“I can’t give away my secrets. You’ll just have to wait and see.”
I looked at him seriously. “Sofia has been dragged away by that hot air balloon. No one knows where she is.”
Stefan sprang up. “Where is she?”
I held my hands, not wanting to repeat myself. “We saw her last at the park in The Enchanting.”
Stefan ran his hand against the table, and it transformed back into a welcome mat. I toppled out of my disappearing chair, scraping my hands against the ground.
He ran out of the apartment complex before I could blink. I stood on his doorstep with uncertainty for a moment. Stefan had left his door open, and I couldn’t resist the opportunity for a closer look.
I scanned the area and made sure no one was watching, before I slipped inside Stefan’s apartment. It was a small studio apartment, with a mattress pressed up against a wall. A pile of bedding sat in the corner. The kitchen consisted of a full-sized refrigerator, along with a small table with a microwave and a hot plate. A couple succulents sat on the counter, but other than that the kitchen was bare.
The main area of the room was taken over by an oversized striped blanket. On top of the blanket were picnic baskets of every size. There were metal, bamboo, and plastic cutlery sets. Handmade and commercially produced bowls and plates were strewn across the blanket. There was no order to anything. It was a giant mess.
A crude drawing of a hot air balloon was slapped on the wall with tape. It had stringed lights hooked on to it. I gave the blanket another once over, and there, underneath a pile of forks and plates, was what I was looking for—another crude drawing.
This drawing was a close-up of the lights. There were a bunch of arrows and scribbled out lines. The paper was crumpled into a ball and had clearly been thrown in frustration. But it must have been picked up again, because it was now smoothed out.
Stefan had been helping his daughter with the design of the hot air balloon. So now, the question was, was it his mistake that led to Sofia’s balloon kidnapping? Or, was it on purpose? And why?
I heard faint footsteps in the distance, so I quickly escaped the tiny apartment. The golden eye watched me leave, as a neighbor returned home with a bag of groceries.
I had a feeling that wasn’t the last of the spooky doorbell I’d be seeing.
#
The next morning, I groggily forced myself out of bed and went to work. Half asleep, I made myself a Smoky Ash potion coffee before I opened Magic Brew. But once I did open, it was nonstop action for a few hours until there was finally a lull in the morning rush. 
A couple people were calmly sipping their coffees, so I took the opportunity to gather the ingredients to make Raven’s speaking potion. I grabbed the jar of water that I kept by the window to soak up the sun. The water was warm to the touch.
A newcomer entered the shop just then, her ponytail swishing back-and-forth. Time for my re-do inspection. 
When I opened my mouth to speak, Luisa Cruz held up her hand as she scribbled something onto the paper on her clipboard. “Pretend like I’m not here.”
I shrugged and continued with the potion. I tossed a few ice cubes into a shallow dish and then splashed the water on top. I set the dish to the side of the counter, and Raven flew to drink it up.
“Do you have a permit for that potion?” Luisa jabbed her thumb at the potion that allowed Raven to speak.
“I thought you wanted me to pretend like you weren’t here.”
Luisa raised her eyebrows. “Do you?”
I held up my hands. “If I wanted to make coffee and add a splash of tea inside it, would I need a permit for that?”
“Potions require permits.”
It was true. It was also why my rotating list of potion coffees didn’t rotate all that often. Getting a new permit for a new potion was a hassle.
“I’m not selling it to my customers.”
“You still made it on the premises, in front of customers.” Luisa wrote something on her clipboard, before wandering off to look at the cauldron and the hidden potion menu.
“Someone’s cranky,” Raven croaked. Her first few words after drinking the potion were always a little shaky.
“You’re the cranky one.” I gave Raven a meaningful look. “Don’t let Luisa hear you. I’ll try to brush this off as pure water.”
“Good luck,” Raven croaked out as Luisa came over to me. The crow flew away before Luisa could question her.
I went on the offensive to distract Luisa while I subtly put away the remaining potion. “I don’t understand how I failed the inspection. Mason Johnson never inspected Magic Brew. He came and got a cup of coffee here. Maybe the date and time of an inspection is a surprise, but what about the actual inspection itself? That’s always clarified to the shop owner. The inspector comes and takes a look around. Mason didn’t do that.
“You never told me he was inspecting my shop, and he never took a look in the back, or looked closely at anything, as far as I could tell. There’s no way he could have given me a failing grade. How could he? He would have needed to actually inspect Magic Brew to do that.”
“He died,” Luisa said monotonously. “Coral, Mason didn’t give you a grade at all. Notes in his journal don’t count.”
“Then, why did you come to reinvestigate?”
“Because it was clear that you would have failed. So, in light of Mason Johnson’s death, I did you the favor of giving you a day’s notice after you asked me to come inspect.” Luisa glanced around my shop pointedly. “I would have thought that you would have used that time to get your place up to code. But you’re failing on two permits. That water bowl and tea potion permits.”
I internally winced. “They’re exactly the same as the coffee ones! Just with tea.”
“Tea requires a different permit.” Luisa spoke as though she had said those words a hundred times before, and they had lost all meaning for her. “If you can get Desert Spell’s City Hall to sign off on the tea permits, then I’ll pass your inspection.”
Raven hopped across the table to get closer to Luisa. “No one needs a permit for a water bowl.”
Luisa gave me a meaningful look as her phone beeped. “Get this raven out of here until you get the permit.”
Raven ruffled her feathers. “I’m a crow.”
“Did you want to try a potion tea? See why I sell them?” I asked desperately, not wanting to have to get the permits.
Luisa was already headed out the door. I saw a flash of security camera footage of something on the roof of her business before she left. “I can’t stay and chat. A hot air balloon landed on top of my business, as if I had a helicopter pad on the roof,” she called over her shoulder.
I froze. “Did it have stringed lights on it?”
“It’s daytime, how would I know?”
“Was a woman with overalls and black nail polish inside?”
But she was gone before I could blink.
So, naturally, I ran after Luisa, hopped in my car, and drove to Permitting Permits. I arrived before Luisa could get out of her car and walk into work.
She jiggled her keys, without glancing at the deflated hot air balloon resting on her roof.  “There’s a lot more interesting people to stalk.”
I shaded my eyes from the bright sun and then used my binoculars to peer at the envelope. It was draped over half the building. “How do you get on the roof?”
“You’ll take off work to see an oddity, instead of going to City Hall to get the necessary permits.” Luisa shook her head. “And people wonder why they fail inspections. . .”
“The roof, Luisa, the roof!”
What if Sofia was trapped inside?
“There’s a fire escape ladder over there.” Luisa gestured to the side of the building and went into work without another thought.
I shimmied up the ladder. “Hello? Sofia?”
The outline of the basket and the burner underneath the envelope showed that it was standing upright. How it hadn’t damaged the building was beyond me. Luisa must have had the building protected somehow.
I fanned myself. It was hot out and the sun’s glare wasn’t helping.
I climbed down and went into the office. Luisa was at work at her computer. A giant balloon on her roof still wasn’t fazing her.
“Did you magically protect Permitting Permits?” I asked, appreciating the air conditioning.
“Mason Johnson insisted on casting a charm on the office to protect it from harm. I didn’t see why that was necessary, but I can see his point now. I wonder where he got that charm. I might want to use it on my house. I’m pretty sure I have the receipt somewhere. . .”
Luisa squinted her eyes at her computer screen as she searched for the invoice.
I sat down at Mason Johnson’s desk. “I’d like to see that receipt as well.”
I opened all the drawers, peered inside the electric kettle and poked around in the trash can. Then, after Luisa pointed me in the right direction, I washed my hands in the one restroom. It was a normal restroom. Sink, toilet, mirror.
But on my way out, the corner of the mirror caught my eye. Something about it was off. I ran my hand along the side and realized that a piece of paper was stuck underneath.
I carefully slid it out, to find a tea packet wrapper. There was a note written on it: Charming Market.
It was different handwriting than Mason’s oatmeal packet notes, but it did look strangely familiar. I also wasn’t sure why the shop where the tea was purchased was important enough to be written out.
I tucked it into my pocket and returned to the main office area.
Luisa waved me over. “He got it from a place called Breeze Charms.”
“Do you have a phone number or address?”
“Here.” Luisa scribbled it on a piece of paper. “I’ll take anyone who can work. Mason was reliable. He showed up on time and did his job. That’s what I need out of an employee.” She frowned at me. “Are you sure you don’t need a job? I could use an employee who will go the extra mile.”
“I’ve got a job that I left a crow in charge of, so you might want to rethink who you’re asking to join your team.”
Luisa shrugged. “Your loss.”
I rolled my eyes as I left her office. I needed to investigate Breeze Charms—but first I needed to make sure no one else dropped dead in my coffee shop while I was away.
I glanced at the note Luisa wrote. Her handwriting did not match the tea note and I didn’t remember seeing tea on any of the desks, except for Mason’s.
Her note was also the most unhelpful piece of information: Just got the name for you. Breeze Charms. No other info.
I groaned.
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Chapter 10


Wednesday 
11:01 am
Magic Brew was just how I had left it—somehow running smoothly enough in the talons of a crow.
I rubbed my eyes. I needed more coffee. My mind had been racing with thoughts and theories all night, and sleep was hard to come by. I was too wired from solving this mystery—but now that I was awake, all I wanted to do was sleep.
I poured myself a cup of black coffee, too tired to brew a potion pick-me-up. The image of the building plans suddenly popped into my mind and refused to leave. There was something about the layout that bothered me.
As I stared out the window, sipping my coffee, it suddenly hit me. The entrance, the windows, the size . . . It matched with the empty shop across the street.
“Raven, watch Magic Brew for a minute, will you?” I quickly said to the crow, before downing the rest of my drink.
“Do you even work here anymore? Because if I’m the owner now, I want a raise,” Raven croaked.
I waved her off, as I headed to the back of the shop. I’d seen a gold eye doorbell at the front entrance and I wanted to avoid getting tracked by Stefan Ivan. He may not have been the owner anymore, but I was certain his charm was still in perfect condition.
That wasn’t to say he didn’t also have one at the back entrance, but when I arrived, I didn’t see one. The hooded person who had tried to break into the shop earlier hadn’t realized that breaking into somewhere in plain sight—while an ingenious move—wouldn’t work with Stefan.
I tested the back door, just in case, but it was locked. I was no expert lock picker, but I did have a potion that could melt metal.
I didn’t want to make it look too much like a break-in—even though that was clearly what I was doing—so I whipped out my vial of gray potion and sprinkled some on the screws holding the handle in place. The screws melted away, and the handle fell neatly into my waiting hands.
No one was currently using the shop, so I didn’t feel bad about breaking in—not too bad, anyway.
I stepped over a couple boxes on my way in and fumbled for my phone. Using the flashlight function on it, I lit up my nearby surroundings—and was immediately confused. It wasn’t an abandoned shop. It wasn’t under construction. It was a perfectly in-tact, ready to be opened, business.
I was in the back room, but it was neatly organized. The boxes were shipments to be unpacked, not packed up. Shelves stored charms and supplies. There was even a poster highlighting employee rights and safety.
As I entered the main section of the shop, it became even more presentable. Tables with charms displayed on them, a register, and a pair of giant scissors for the ribbon-cutting at opening day were all inside. Breeze Charms was written on the welcome mat.
Mason Johnson was planning on opening his own charms shop. And I had to admit, it was a place I wanted to explore. I’d willingly come here if it was actually opening.
But why hide it? Why did Mason go to such lengths to distance himself from the place? Did he think residents of Desert Spell wouldn’t take him seriously since he couldn’t perform magic? Did he not want to face the wrath of stealing Stefan Ivan’s business?
There was a small white box on the table with the register, and I opened it absentmindedly as I took in my surroundings. A stack of business cards was tucked inside.
Mason Johnson
Owner
Breeze Charms
I flipped a card over and the back read: Charming to meet you.
I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t figure out if Mason was trying to portray himself as a charms maker, or a businessman. Honestly, I felt like if he had just opened the shop as it was, he might have gotten plenty of business. Why go through the trouble of trying to distance himself from it all? Especially when he seemed to be pretty proud of Breeze Charms.
None of it made sense to me. I had to be missing something.
Which was surprising, considering how bright and colorful the shop was. It was like being attacked by excitement. Every table was white, but the walls were bright yellow. The flooring had patterned mats.
And I was overwhelmed by seeing it all by the light of my phone! I could only imagine how it looked when the windows weren’t boarded up and the sun shone through.
It was in direct contrast of Mason Johnson’s drab, dry personality.
I heard a knock on the door. Then, the doorbell rang. It was the same tone as the one I had faintly heard through Stevan Ivan’s door.
Who was trying to get inside? I couldn’t see anyone because of the boarded windows and a doorbell ringing was hardly anything to go off of.
I heard a rustle from the back, and I knew I was trapped.
I dove under the table with the register, grateful the front of the table was closed off and not open for everyone to see.
The person who entered from the front door walked with heavy footsteps, but knew exactly where they were going. It was the footsteps of a confident person who had walked this walk many times before. The newcomer from the back was hesitant. They took slow, deliberate steps and seemed to be wearing high heels. And when they met in the middle, neither of them knew the other was coming.
“You? What are you doing here?” asked a familiar male voice.
“I could ask the same of you. You shouldn’t be here,” answered a female voice. Her voice, however, was quieter and harder to ascertain.
It was clear who the male voice was. Stefan Ivan responded with more curiosity than confusion. “This is my shop. I have every right to be here.”
“Ha! Lies. I know who the store belongs to—and it isn’t you.”
I could practically hear Stefan’s mind at work. “You chose the wrong path. You chose the wrong person to place your trust in. Now, he’s dead. What are you going to do?”
“I have no idea.” The woman’s voice was muffled. I heard every word, but I had to strain to hear them. something about her voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. And even with her voice muffled, I could hear her absolute frustration and. . .despair, even in her answer. “Everything that I’ve worked for has changed. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
“You’ll do the right thing,”  Stefan said confidently.
The woman wasn’t so sure. “You need to leave.”
Stefan laughed. “You don’t have the authority to tell me that.”
“You need to leave,” the mystery woman repeated in a direct manner. She left nothing uncertain. If I was Stefan, I would have been backing up immediately.
Stefan, for all his extensive charm making, wasn’t smart enough to realize that. “This is my shop.”
I heard a shuffle of feet and a sound like a match being lit.
Suddenly, Stefan was much more receptive. “I’m leaving, I’m leaving.”
Whatever the woman was threatening him with was enough to scare him. I wanted to know what was enough to scare the sneaky charms maker.
“You know how you got in? Disable that and throw it to me before you leave.”
“I can’t disable a doorbell—all right, all right I’ll do it.”
A few minutes later I heard something small hit the ground, skipping a few times. The door slammed and then silence—until I heard the woman pacing.
She must have had a lot to think about because she paced for a long time. I was getting bored waiting.
Then, she walked by me, and I froze—not that I wasn’t already frozen, but now I was really not breathing. I couldn’t let my cover be blown. I’d worked too—well, not hard. It had been pretty easy to break in, all things considered. But if someone could scare Stefan Ivan, then I wasn’t super interested in being caught by her.
I didn’t smell smoke, although a tiny flame on a match was probably not a strong enough scent to be wafted to me under the table. What sounded like a match being lit—but probably wasn’t one?
The woman paced by the table for a minute before walking back out the back door. I waited a little while longer before poking my head out from under the table to see if the coast was clear.
It was.
No one except me was in the charms shop. I scanned the area to see if I noticed anything had been changed from before, but I couldn’t tell if anything had been moved or taken.
The woman must have picked up the small object Stefan had thrown—and I had a strong suspicion the next time I looked at the front entrance of Breeze Charms there would no longer be a gold eye in the doorbell.
So, I quickly left and scurried back to Magic Brew as if nothing had happened.
#
I stayed at Magic Brew for a little bit before heading to The Enchanting. I wanted another look at the room under the pond. Something about the picnic gear was too similar to the stuff I had seen in Stefan Ivan’s apartment. Maybe there was a connection.
But when I arrived, the pond had been roadblocked by tall hedges. The bridge couldn’t be seen. The mysterious cocoons were gone. The room under the pond was now as boarded up as my old coffee shop. Why had Mel shut it down?
And with that thought, a chill ran down my spine.
That was it! That was the source of the curse!
I whipped out my phone and hastily dialed Mel’s number. “Were there cocoons in The Enchanting’s coffee shop?”
Mel’s response was clipped. “What? No, of course not. That would violate a health code.”
I could hear angry mutterings in the background of the call. “You okay?”
“Am I going to disappear? I’m not here for any magic tricks. Just the magic.” Joyce Wade’s distinct voice came through the call, blocking whatever Mel was about to say.
“I’ll call you back,” Mel told me and then the line went dead.
Seeing as Mel was going to be busy for a while, and I wasn’t one to be afraid of curses, I strolled over to the boarded up coffee shop.
Mel had done an excellent job with it. I would need a powerful potion to break through the walls. And the explosion it would cause would probably damage the bakery.
It suddenly clicked. I needed to get inside Mason Johnson’s room.
Without wasting a moment more, I scurried over there. I nodded to a guest leaving his room and made it to Mason’s door without seeing anyone else. I was ready to use the rest of my melting potion on the handle, but I tried to open it first for good measure.
To my great surprise, it opened.
It was the same as I had seen it before, this time without my pestering brother. I was grateful to Kara for distracting him from me. I wanted more than anything to solve Mason Johnson’s murder before Felix—and I also wanted to investigate a curse without him getting in the way.
I didn’t get far though, when I heard a familiar voice behind me.
“Lake, I hear you’ve been breaking and entering.”
I whipped my head around so fast, I almost gave myself whiplash. “What are you doing here, Lake?”
Felix twirled his mustache. “I’ve got a guy who saw you go into Mason Johnson’s room at The Enchanting.”
I raised the binoculars hanging around my neck to look up and down the hallway through the open door. “It’s not breaking and entering if the door was unlocked.”“Is that so? Well, as it’s a crime scene, you shouldn’t have gone in anyway.”
“He died in my shop. I know where the crime scene is.”
“I’m going to give you one chance to tell me what you found.”
“I found a boring hotel room with a terrible view.”
Felix sighed. “Mel texted me. She said you were coming here and up to no good.”
I cursed Mel’s keen wit. “Big sister and big brother trying to protect me?” 
“Big sister might be trying, but big brother needs a distraction.” Felix gazed out the coffee-stained window at the cursed shop. The leaves and cocoons on the roof were prominent from this view. He turned to me. “I think Kara is hiding something.”
I frowned. “You two have been hot and heavy since you met. Isn’t it a little early to not be trusting someone?” 
“Maybe she’s just too good to be true. Or, she murdered Mason Johnson.”
I tilted my head. “Look, I’m going to solve this crime before you, but I’ll let you in on a hunch of mine. I don’t think Kara Smith is responsible.”
My brother gave me a wry smile. “Lake, that’s nice, but it’s not going to get you out of this situation. Stop distracting me.”
“Do you want to solve a murder, or do you want to stop a curse?” I rolled my eyes as I pulled something out of my pocket.
Felix frowned. “That’s a dart from Crushed.”
I had been holding on to a few darts when talking to Aloe. I had forgotten I had them when I left and tucked them into my pocket to remember to return them. I should really do laundry more often. . .
I spotted a gray thin bug crawling on the roof, so, naturally, I tossed the dart at it. The bug vanished on the spot.
But when I hit the bug, I also hit a cocoon. The impact seemed to have sped up the cocoon’s process somehow, and a butterfly wormed its way out. The butterfly tapped the rest of the cocoons, and soon the roof was buzzing with butterflies. It was a beautiful sight. The butterflies were of every color imaginable, and just like by the bridge on the pond, they flew away in a magnificent display of color and excitement.
This time, though, as they left, they descended upon the wall Mel had built. They beat their wings on the wall, as if they had enough strength to break it down. A few tried to find an opening from the roof, but to no avail.
My brother and I watched in horror as the magnificent creatures did whatever they could to get inside the building.
A realization dawned on me. “There are more cocoons inside.” I glanced at Felix, reaching my hand into my pocket once more. I grabbed one of the freebie water bottles sitting on the table and stuffed the flower petals I had inside it. I’d taken some from the exploding podium and figured they’d be put to good use here. “Stand back.”
Felix groaned when he saw me take out the flower. “Lake, you know I’ll have to take you in for this.”
“It’s Mel’s property. If she gives me the okay, then you’re good. Call her.” I opened the window and aimed for a skylight on the coffee shop roof.
Our sibling bond was close enough for Felix to know that I wasn’t joking. Shaking his head, he walked out the room as he pulled out his phone.
I lobbed the bottle at the skylight. I had left the cap loose, and when the bottle hit the skylight, the cap twisted off, splashing water everywhere. Nothing else happened, so I threw a dart at the skylight.
The second the dart connected with the glass, it exploded. 
The butterflies had a sixth sense about the explosion, and they scattered before they could get hit. Once the coast was clear, they dove into the coffee shop to rescue their fellow butterflies. Soon, the hole in the skylight was bursting with newly-minted butterflies.
Felix poked his head back in. “You didn’t burn down the building?”
I shook my head. “Why did this flower explode right away, when the one in the podium seemed to be on a timer? The one on the lake took a minute as well. You know, Mel thinks she spread a rumor about the shop being cursed. But what if the shop actually is cursed?”
Felix scratched his head. “I’d never admit this to her, but Mel is right about everything. How could she be wrong about this?”
“Mel thinks the light bulbs in the coffee shop came from Charming Market—but they didn’t. The originals were from there, but I replaced them after they burnt out. Amelia Rodriguez hooked me up with a set for free. I was at City Hall updating a permit for The Enchanting’s coffee shop, and I casually mentioned it. Amelia happened to have a box of leftover light bulbs from recently replacing bulbs in City Hall. I didn’t care about having magical light bulbs, and free was perfect, so I took her up on it. I need to pay City Hall a visit.”
“I don’t think Mel’s in a rush to replace these bulbs.”
“It’s not that.” I gave my brother an ominous look. “These light bulbs are cursed.”






  
  [image: image-placeholder]












Chapter 11


Wednesday 
12:42 pm
City Hall was one of the older buildings in Desert Spell—and it showed. Paint was peeling on the outside of the building, and the inside was no better. I stepped over cracks in the tile floor as I headed to the permit office, ignoring a flickering light bulb. The single pane windows rattled every time you walked past them, and they did nothing to keep out the heat. Why the locals wanted to protect the building was beyond me.
The permit office itself was bland with dirty white walls and fold out tables. I was half-surprised the man at the one of two “desks” wasn’t sitting on a plastic chair. He had a closely shaved head and wore a dark suit. His appearance was leagues above the appearance of City Hall. It was almost like he was trying to make up for it.
Gilbert Hall flashed his dimples at me. “Well, this is a much nicer occasion to be meeting at. No dead bodies here.”
I slammed my hands on his desk dramatically. “There’s going to be one if you don’t expedite my permits.”
He laughed. “Coral, you already have your permits.”
I tossed him the piece of paper listing the permits Luisa required.
Gilbert raised his eyebrows as he looked them over. “Yeah, you probably need these. Seeing as you’ve already had one man drop dead before you, I’ll do my best to get these through quickly. Hey, have you heard any news on the dead guy?”
I shook my head. “Just that he’s dead.”
I had heard a little more than that, but gossip and speculation was hardly reportable news.
“I heard Felix is latching on to his top suspect.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? And who’s that?”
“I wish I knew. It’s all so crazy. I thought you might, since Felix is your brother and all.”
“Ha. Like he’d tell me his top suspect.” We were way too competitive for that. If Felix told me who was on his suspect list, I’d think it was a trap—and I’m sure he’d think the same if our positions were reversed.”
Amelia Rodriguez walked in just then, her heels clicking on the tile. She wore dark pants and a light blue blouse. She held a to-go coffee cup.
I nodded to it as she sat at her desk, setting her coffee on a dartboard coaster. “That’s not from Magic Brew.”
“If you are here, then how can I get a cup of coffee from a coffee shop that’s closed? And if you have that bird running your shop, then maybe you should rethink your employee strategy. I’m not sure a bird serving people is following the health codes.”
I gestured to Gilbert. “ Well, I got that under control now. But do you know what I don’t have under control?—the ability to cast light without getting burned to death.”
“How about you turn on a light instead of setting a fire?”
I sat down in the chair in front of Amelia and crossed my legs. “You gave me light bulbs to use at The Enchanting’s coffee shop. That coffee shop is now boarded up, because it’s too dangerous to go inside. Where did you get the bulbs from?”
“They were leftovers from ones used in City Hall.”
“And you haven’t had any problems with them?”
Amelia shrugged. “They’re charmed light bulbs. They work great.”
Gilbert leaned over. “Come on, Amelia. They work better than great. They won’t burn out for years and years, maybe never. You’re the best charms maker I know.”
She shrugged again. “Nothing is as it seems.”
“You charmed them? My sister almost died because she didn’t know what was happening! What if Mel hadn’t turned off the lights and stopped the charms from setting the building on fire?”
“That seems like an overreaction. She would have gotten out in time.”
I threw my hands up. “Amelia! You promised me they were good to use!”
“All right, fine! Yes, I know those bulbs are defective. I put them up myself in this office, but they started burning too hot. I had to take them out before I started a fire.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Why didn’t you let me know?”
Amelia waved off my question. “It doesn’t make sense. I’ve never made a mistake like that before. I’ve been making those bulbs for years and never had a problem. I think they were tampered with.”
“Everyone makes mistakes,” Gilbert said sympathetically.
A reddish hue appeared in Amelia’s cheeks, and she clenched her fists. “Not like that. It was Stefan Ivan who tampered with them, I guarantee you it. He came here that same day. He must have done something to the bulbs then.”
Gilbert sighed and started going through paperwork on his desk.
“Why would he do that?” I asked.
“Stefan Ivan is a conniving monster who has to have control of everything. I’m sure he’s furious that I inherited his old charms shop.”
As I listened to her, I glanced down at her heels. It hit me. Her voice, her heels. . . Amelia Rodriguez was the mystery woman in Breeze Charms! But she owned the building. . . Why did she come in the back way? She could have broken down the front door, and no one would have cared.
Amelia sneaked into her own place—why?
I couldn’t admit to Amelia that I had been trespassing on her property. But I did want to know more about their exchange. “I don’t understand. You didn’t have a charms shop before, why would you be at odds with Stefan?”
“It’s not about a shop. Stefan believes he’s the best charms maker in Desert Spell. He tried to set up a secret charms society once. It didn’t work because the rest of us refused to bow down to him. But I guarantee you that he thinks it’ll work one day, and he’ll be fully realized as the unofficial leader of Desert Spell. He’s way too power-hungry.
“These days Stefan sits in his tiny apartment with only his charms for company. Even his daughter didn’t want to come home. She did, out of familial obligation. But believe me, Sofia didn’t want to.”
“How do you know that?”
“Sofia’s my best friend. How would I not know that? Sofia had dreams. She was going to be a big shot lawyer until her father spiraled out of control. She gave up everything to take care of him. That’ll wear on a person. Do you think party planning can compete with her life-long goal of moving to a big city and taking it by storm?”
I couldn’t say Sofia looked happy whenever I saw her, but then, her black nail polish and overalls weren’t a tried-and-true symbol of happiness. It was just a fashion statement. Her no-nonsense attitude was just her personality.
Right?
“What are you going to do with the shop?” I asked.
“I need to inspect it. See what kind of condition it’s in.”
“You never wanted to open one yourself?”
“That costs money,” Amelia said lightly.
I shrugged. “Now is your opportunity. Live your dreams.”
Gilbert looked up from his paperwork. “Amelia is cautious. She won’t live her dreams until she has a one hundred percent chance of succeeding.”
Amelia bristled. “Everything needs to be in place. I’m not going to risk everything just because you would.”
She grabbed from her desk drawer, pulling a matchbook from her pocket. When she lit the match, a giant flame burst out. It was the size of half Amelia’s body.
I instinctively leaned back. Gilbert paid no attention to it, resuming his paperwork, after telling Amelia, “You’ve been working in the permit office too long.”
Amelia saw my shocked expression. “It just looks dangerous. My charmed matches won’t set anything on fire. It barely even burns the candle.”
She held the flame to the candle wick and had to hold it there for a couple minutes before the candle was dimly lit. There was no smoke smell to it at all.
“Amelia, why didn’t you tell me about the faulty light bulbs?” I asked once more.
Amelia’s face fell. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think the ones I gave you were part of the batch Stefan tampered with. I had them in two different boxes—I thought the ones I gave you were safe. I didn’t realize that’s why the coffee shop was boarded up at The Enchanting, but I should have.”
I uncrossed my legs and stood up. “Yeah, you should have. Mel and I haven’t spoken in a while because of it.”
I could tell Amelia was genuinely apologetic, though, so I gestured to her coffee cup. “Come by Magic Brew and buy buckets of coffee. Maybe that’ll make it up to me.”
Amelia drummed her fingertips on her desk. “As long as that bird of yours isn’t there, I’ll buy gallons of your premium blend.”
I winked. “I’ll make sure Raven is there to serve you.”
Amelia grimaced. “I still don’t get why you would let a bird work for you.”
Shaking my head, I heard Gilbert let out a low laugh as I walked out. I faintly heard him speak just before I closed the door.
“Not everyone is afraid of birds, Amelia.”
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Chapter 12


Wednesday

1:55 pm

Trey Green was standing in front of Magic Brew’s entrance, his arms crossed and his eyes wary. He had a skateboard at the ready, like he was prepared to race after anyone who tried to enter my coffee shop. His eyes lit up when he saw me. 
“You left,” he accused me.
“Raven’s inside,” I pointed out.
“Nah, she left too. A man came by trying to get inside, but I wouldn’t let him. He told me he was a detective, so I asked to see a warrant. He didn’t have one, so no free coffee for him. I’m the only one who gets free coffee.”
I glanced across the street, where Felix was nonchalantly window shopping. He saw me and made a pointed nod towards Trey.
“I’ll get you your decaf coffee,” I told Trey, who eagerly stepped aside from the door.
He bounced into the shop like he owned it. “Yeah, get me that special potion coffee.”
I poured him a cup of decaf. “Here you go. All the flavor, none of the caffeine.”
He wrinkled his nose, but drank it anyway.
Felix came walking in with his hands up. “Lake, tell this kid I’m allowed in here.”
Trey glared at him. “Give me the word, and I’ll run him out of town.”
“Trey, thank you for your help, but I’ve got this. If anyone’s going to run my brother out of town, it’s going to be me.”
Trey downed the rest of his coffee—scalding his mouth, I was sure—and slammed his mug down like he was a big shot around here. He grabbed his skateboard, staring Felix down.
“That’s the kid you caught for stealing? Wait until you can grow a mustache, kid. Then you’ll have all the confidence in the world and won’t need to boost your self-worth by stealing!”
“Don’t get coffee in your ‘stache!” Trey shouted back at Felix as he skated away.
I gave my brother a wry look. “One quick shave and you lose all your self-worth, huh?”
“Definitely.” He folded his arms. “Lake, I came by to say you need to lay off the case. Leave it to the professionals. There’s no need to get involved simply because a man dropped dead in your coffee shop.”
“And what are you going to do to stop me, Lake?”
Felix sighed. “You’re not trained, you don’t have experience, and you’ll abandon everything to hunt down a clue. I don’t want you to lose what you’ve worked for to find a killer who I’m going to find anyway.”
I heard a tap on the window and promptly ignored Felix’s warning.
I grabbed my binoculars and peered outside. Raven the crow was tapping her beak on the window, looking annoyed.
I let her inside. “Raven, why did you leave the shop unattended?”
“I saw a hot air balloon. You wanted me to keep an eye on them, right?”
I threw up my hands. “And? What did you find?”
Raven poked around the back of the counter, looking for snacks and ignoring me.
“Raven!”
She collapsed on the counter, spreading her wings and leaving her beak open a tiny bit.
I tapped my foot. “You won’t die without a snack.”
“Fine.” Raven got up. “It was one of those tourist air balloons from The Enchanting. The goth girl wasn’t in it.”
Felix and I both snapped our fingers in disappointment.
“It’s a shame. She’s the only one who really gets fashion. All you need is a good black wardrobe, and you can take over the world.”
“Is that why you haven’t dyed your wings?” I asked, wryly.
Raven ruffled them. “You don’t mess with perfection, honey.”
I took out my potion kit and began refilling the vials with some extra potions I had stored away. “Have you talked to Stefan Ivan yet?”
Felix frowned. “I went by his apartment, but he wasn’t home. He hasn’t returned my calls either.”
“Huh. Strange,” I said lightly. “He was home when I went to talk to him.”
“What did he have to say?”
“Other than he hated Mason Johnson with all his guts?”
Felix rolled his eyes. “Yeah, did he say how he killed him?”
“Of course not, but Stefan did let slip that he helped Sofia with rigging the hot air balloon. Then, he ran off and disappeared. And apparently no one has seen him since.”
“So, now we have two missing people. That’s great.”
“Desert Spell isn’t that big. Where can two people be hiding in plain sight? There’s nowhere, except for. . .  Lake, did you go inside his apartment?”
“I did not, Lake.”
Stefan left his apartment in my presence and then appeared to not be home. That sounded like a great way to fake not being somewhere to me. . .
I headed towards the door—I had to investigate.
“You’re leaving me alone in your shop?” Felix called after me.
“Happens all the time with me,” Raven croaked. “The place hasn’t burned down yet. Really, though, I think all the bad stuff happens when Coral is here.”
“Raven’s in charge!” I yelled as I ran out the door.
Raven strutted on the counter, feeling self-important, while my brother just looked at the crow and said, “You need a raise.”
#
I went over to Stefan Ivan’s apartment, but I didn’t knock on the door. I stayed away from the window. Wind chimes sounded from the next door neighbor’s place, and I spotted a broom outside their door. So, I snatched it and poked the gold eye with it.
I stood far back enough so the eye wouldn’t see me. I wasn’t sure if the eye could see me, but I wasn’t interested in finding that out. I needed the element of surprise.
When no one came to the door, I uncorked a tiny vial of potion smoke and tossed it onto the welcome mat. The smoke wafted into the apartment, and the door opened seconds later.
Stefan and Sofia burst out, extinguishing charms at the ready. Well, Sofia held a glass bulb that extinguished small fires when broken. Ivan was carrying a pot of water.
I rested my hands on top of the broom. “Surprised to see me?”
Sofia narrowed her eyes. “Coral, you should be the one surprised to see me.”
I winked. “You would think. But the safest place to be when hiding out, is in the one place no one would think to look. Stefan left his home to search for you, and he would undoubtedly tell the world he found you if you came home.”
“Undoubtedly.” Stefan mulled over the word like it was true.
“Everyone thinks this place is safe, because we would be alerted if you showed up here. Unless, of course, you and your father planned this together.”
Stefan Ivan did not speak, neither confirming nor denying the claim.
“Knowing how much Mason Johnson loved charms, it would be easy to convince him to charm a building. All you had to do was mention that it was possible. He’d take it from there. Maybe he ‘forced you’ to give them a charm, or you offered it to him as a bribe so he wouldn’t fail your shop. However it was done, Breeze Charms gave the building some kind of charm, and your plan was set in place.”
I turn to Sofia. “Your job was to make sure the hot air balloon was charmed according to your father’s plans. Then, in front of a big crowd, you would disappear. You couldn’t be guilty if you were the victim, and if anyone accused you, you could say that you followed Stefan’s plans. You’d be off the hook. But the hooks on the basket would still be there. . .”
“So?” Sofia asked, flatly. “They’re hooks. That’s all.”
I narrowed my eyes. “That’s what you want people to think. I bet they’re more than that. I bet you charmed them. But if you tell me what’s going on, maybe I can help you. You’ve got a lot of people worried about you. The whole town has been searching for you.”
Stefan appeared resolute, like nothing could make him change his mind.
But then Sofia sighed. “Dad, we’re not doing very well by ourselves. We need help.”
Stefan’s tight-lipped grimace relaxed slightly. “Truth be told, I’ve been in over my head for a while. And it hasn’t been fair to ask my daughter to help me get out of it. She’s passed up on some good opportunities, and while I greatly appreciate the effort, it makes me feel guiltier than whoever killed Mason Johnson.”
Sofia frowned. “I’m responsible for my own choices. I’m here because I want to be.”
“I still shouldn’t have brought you into this mess.”
“And what kind of a mess is this?” I asked, as they ushered me inside. We sat on the oversized blanket, no charmed welcome-mat-table-and-chairs this time.
“I told you I wouldn’t have sold my soul to work with that devil Mason Johnson—but I was lying. I did sell it. After I lost everything, I did what I had to do to make a living. I went up to Mason and asked to be a part-owner, like how he originally wanted. He didn’t go for it, but he did offer me a job. Mason intended to keep my shop a charms shop, but since he wasn’t magical, he needed someone to make the charms.
“So, I made a bunch of charms for him. It was kind of nice. In a way, I was keeping my old job. Sure, I didn’t have a shop anymore, but I could tinker with charms all day long, without worrying about the business aspect of selling them. I was pretty happy with the arrangement. I looked at it as a peaceful retirement.”
Sofia picked at her black nail polish, black flakes falling to the floor. “But then I started getting phone calls from Dad about all this extra stuff he was doing. I didn’t like it.”
“It was okay at first.” Stefan crossed his arms. “Until it got to be too much. Mason had me running charms all across town and beyond Desert Spell’s borders. He didn’t want anyone to know he was going to open a charms shop. He wanted a big flourish, a big reveal. For someone who wasn’t magical, he definitely had a magical flair.”
I scratched my head. It was an interesting backstory, but didn’t give me any answers. “You got tired of running his errands, and that’s why you’re in hiding? Both of you?”
Sofia jabbed her thumb at the paper of the crudely drawn hot air balloon hanging on the wall. “That’s why we’re hiding. Someone thought it would be a great idea to steal Mason Johnson’s charm idea. And that someone’s daughter willingly went along with it, which is ridiculous. This whole thing is ridiculous.”
“Why would you need a hot air balloon charm?” I asked.
“It’s a pretty simple concept. It’s a self-sufficient hot air balloon, no need for dangerous flames.” Stefan gestured to the stringed lights attached to the drawing. “Just install the stringed lights and the charm will make a balloon work. Putting the charm on the lights instead of the actual hot air balloon makes it more affordable, much easier to install, and the repairs are changing light bulbs instead of breaking down and building a whole new hot air balloon.
“You can even use the lights to put on a light show. I can’t believe it wasn’t thought of before. It seems like such a basic necessity for The Enchanting, with how often they use them.”
“The Enchanting uses spelled hot air balloons. Mel spells them herself,” I said.
Stefan snapped his fingers. “That’s why Mason Johnson wanted to sell them to The Enchanting. Melody Lake’s business model is flawed in that regard. It’s inefficient. Spelling them is rudimentary, and they often break down since the spell doesn’t last that long. Using the charm would mean that Melody would not have to keep refreshing the spell, or employing someone to refresh it and could use her time in a more productive fashion.
“But I got into an argument with Mason last week. I told him enough was enough. I was fine with making charms for him, but I wasn’t going to be his lackey anymore. No more errands. He can find someone else for that. I threatened to leak news of his shop and he really didn’t like that. Mason told me he wouldn’t have a traitor for an employee and fired me on the spot. He said if word got out, I’d regret it.”
“Where did you have this conversation? Did anyone see you, or overhear?”
Stefan thought about it. “We were in my—Mason’s—shop. Alone. Well, a man did walk by. We were in the back of the shop, and the back door was open. There is no reason anyone would have come by, but I think he got confused or was just bored.”
“Who was it?”
“I don’t know his name. He works at City Hall, in the permit department. I never dealt with him, I always went to Amelia Rodriguez.”
Gilbert Hall, I immediately thought.
“Why didn’t you go to the police?” I asked, out loud.
“I wasn’t being blackmailed yet! It was just a warning. I knew I needed to take action, and I was a bit upset, so I stole his idea. I have a meeting with Melody tomorrow. That’s my real retirement plan. I’d sell her the hot air balloon charm, and then I’ll have a lot of free time to tinker with my own charms.”
I looked him directly in the eyes. “Are you planning on making that meeting?”
Stefan picked up a handmade ceramic bowl. “I’m going to have to reschedule.”
I turned to Sofia. “ I don’t know. It seems like Stefan has everything under control. Your father is great at making mistakes, but he also seems to find a way to get out of them. Why did you come home?”
“Well,” Sofia said, adjusting her overall straps. “That’s where things get tricky. Mason Johnson may not have blackmailed my father, but he definitely blackmailed me. He said I needed to come home and reintegrate with Desert Spell life. It wasn’t permanent, but he forced me to sign a contract, where I promised to live in Desert Spell until he died.” 
“For someone who loves the city life, it seems like you would have found any way to get out of the contract that you could,” I said ominously.
Sofia lifted her head, holding herself high. Her dark bangs wobbled as she spoke. “That’s exactly correct.”
Wind chimes sounded outside and I shivered, as if the cool breeze had entered the apartment.
Her words chilled me to the bone.
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Chapter 13


Wednesday 
3:15 pm
“I was contractually obligated to live in Desert Spell until Mason Johnson died,” Sofia repeated.
Stefan was still holding on to the ceramic bowl. He threw it across the room and it shattered.
I tapped my fingers on the blanket. “The way I see it, is that he was either vindictive and wanted you to suffer, or Mason Johnson knew he was about to die.”
“I originally thought that he was vindictive, but now, with how things turned out, I think he had a foreboding about his impending death. But it doesn’t make me look any less suspicious.”
“That’s why we hatched the hot air balloon escape,” said Stefan. “No daughter of mine is going to be accused of a crime she didn’t commit.”
“What if she did commit it?” I asked, quietly.
“Then, she would have come forward and confessed,” Stefan responded, with confidence.
“I didn’t do it.” Sofia resumed picking at her nail polish. “Mason got me to sign the contract by telling me that if I didn’t, he would make sure that my father’s business was forever ruined. Of course, he had already done that—I just didn’t know that yet. Dad doesn’t like to accept help, so Mason took advantage of that. He knew that Dad would not have told me about any financial troubles.”
Stefan got up and picked up the broken ceramic bowl pieces. He dropped them inside another bowl. “I don’t like worrying you.”
“Well, look where that got us.”
I frowned, looking at Sofia. “Why you? Did Mason need a lawyer? Did he want someone he thought he could take advantage of? Did he just want to mess with Stefan?”
“I wish I knew,” Sofia said in frustration. “It doesn’t make sense to me.”
“What was the rest of Mason’s will? Did he leave everything to Amelia?” I asked.
“No, he made it so that I would have a great motive for murder.  He left all his properties to Amelia Rodriguez and all his money to me. It’s not going to make me rich, but it is a substantial amount. More than what I would have expected.”
I let out a low whistle. “He’s definitely set you up for something. Whether it’s being framed for murder, or out of the kindness of his own heart, I have no idea.”
Sofia looked at me desperately. “You said you wanted to help us. Are you going to keep your word?”
I nodded. “I’m not going to protect you if you’re the killer. But I am going to help you find out why you were targeted by Mason Johnson.”
Stefan swirled the bowl of ceramic pieces. “Without telling anyone where we’re at?”
I paused before answering. “I don’t think giving away your location would be helpful, as long as you promise to cooperate with the police if the need arises.”
Stefan and Sofia agreed, and then Stefan tossed the bowl into the air. The pieces formed into little ceramic butterflies, who flew to the window sill and rested their wings on it. The butterflies stopped moving and formed into decoration.
“Much better than regular bugs, huh?” Stefan asked in delight.
Sofia wasn’t paying attention to the butterflies. “As long as you’re looking into this, you should be talking to Aloe Jordan. The poison used to kill Mason? I hear it comes from ice blue winecups. They grow by the dumpster behind her bar. I’ve seen it myself.”
I narrowed my eyes. That was something that I needed to see for myself.
#
It was the second time in a week that I was inside Crushed when it was daylight. I crossed the sticky floor and took a seat on a scratched bar stool.
Aloe Jordan, who was taking inventory of her stock, gave me a wry smile. “Coral, if you’re here to get me to make you a nonsense drink like Pride and Justice again, you better walk yourself right back out.”
“Nah, I’m over that. Now, I want the good stuff. The stuff you keep under wraps.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I hear you’ve added illegal poisons to your collection of legal ones.”
Aloe spoke at a normal volume. “Everything’s a poison if you consume too much of it. Take your pick. What’ll be your poison today?” 
“Essence of ice blue winecup,” I said flatly.
Before arriving, I had made a quick detour behind the bar, where I saw the flower that everyone was talking about. Sure enough, it was growing behind the dumpster, in a patch of dirt.
“I don’t have that in stock.” Aloe brushed a stray strand of hair back into place. Unlike Sofia, Aloe’s black nail polish was perfectly manicured. She didn’t pick at her nails.
I flashed her a picture of the flower that I had taken on my phone. “What are you not telling me?”
Aloe’s eyes flashed brighter than the flash I’d accidentally used on my phone when snapping the picture. “If you’re here to accuse me of murder then you need to leave.”
I held firm. “Talk to me.”
“Yes, I slipped a little potion in Gilbert’s drink the other night. But it wasn’t poison! It was to sober him up. He was completely wasted, and I was tired of dealing with him. I wanted him to go home.”
“You drove him home that night, right?”
“Yes. I didn’t feel like having him puke all over my seats. The smell takes forever to get out. But I didn’t kill anyone.” Aloe slammed a glass on the counter with such great force that I was surprised it didn’t break. “And yes, I know about the poisonous flower. Who do you think planted it? That’s right—Mason Johnson.  And then, he goes and dies of it. Can you believe my luck? I caught him snooping around my dumpster with a spade in his hand and dirt under his fingernails. 
“There is that soft bit of soil by the dumpster, you know. He planted some plants there and said, ‘Shhh, don’t tell.’ Mason was drunk, and I wanted to go home. I let him do it because, well, why not? What did it matter if a flower grew there? Of course, now I care.”
I frowned. “Was that the only interaction you had with Mason? You weren’t being blackmailed by him?”
“Blackmailed by Mason Johnson? Nah, the only weird thing he did was plant that flower. He was only in here that one night. That night, Mason and Gilbert had an argument about charms. That’s what Mason started talking to Joyce, who was delighted to have a conversation about magic. But there was nothing out of the ordinary. People don’t always agree, but that doesn’t mean they kill each other over it.
“If you want to talk blackmail, I’d start with looking at my email spam. Someone tried to get me to switch all my glasses, tables, and such to their product, but I didn’t go for it. Why change what I have? It wasn’t cheap, either. And the discount was laughable.”
“I’d like to see those emails,” I said.
“Sure.” Aloe pulled them up on her phone and showed me.
“They’re all dated before Mason’s death,” I noticed as I scrolled through them. “You haven’t received any since?”
She shook her head, so I wandered over to the dartboard, lost in thought. Absentmindedly, I put back the rest of the darts I’d accidentally taken from Crushed earlier. If Aloe didn’t poison Mason then who did?
I kept one to throw, but instead of hitting the dartboard, it hit the wall, and bounced off. Shaking my head, I retrieved it—but when I picked it up from the floor, I noticed that the dart had split in half, lengthwise.
“Aloe, there’s a hidden compartment.” I held the dart up to the light, where I could see a tiny pocket of space in the middle of the dart. “But what could you fit inside there? It’s too small for a piece of paper, even if it’s rolled up.”
Aloe squinted at it. “That thing is tiny. What’s the point?”
“This wasn’t made by magical means, but it was designed for magical use. You could fit a potion inside it.”
Aloe hushed me immediately. “Don’t tell me in front of customers that I’ve had a poisoned dart set under my nose without me knowing about it.”
I dramatically looked around the bar, where no one else was present. “But how did you know the dart was poisoned?”
“There’s a murder on the loose poisoning people. It’s not a far stretch.” Aloe scratched her head. “No one has been murdered by a poison dart, though.”
“No wonder the flower petals exploded so fast when I broke the skylight of The Enchanting’s coffee shop. The poison must have sped up the process, because normally there’s a delay.”
Aloe looked at me with concern. “What happened?”
I waved my hand like what I had done was no big deal. “I had to save some butterflies. In order to do that, I threw flower petals that would have exploded after a small delay at a skylight. But, I threw the dart at it before it could explode, which sped things up. The second the poisoned dart connected with the petals, the skylight exploded.
“The poison must not be harmful to the butterflies though. It sped up the cycle of being tucked inside cocoons to becoming butterflies. Interesting. But, seriously, you didn’t know about this?”
Aloe came out from behind the bar to inspect the dart herself. “I’ve never seen this before. They’re relatively new darts. My old set was, well, old. I got these from Gil Hall, free of charge.”
I sighed. 
Why was Gilbert giving out free poison darts? What was he hiding?
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Chapter 14


Wednesday

4:01 pm

City Hall had not magically grown brighter or repaired itself since the last time I was here. I couldn’t say I was surprised, but I had to admit I was a little disappointed. 
Gilbert Hall looked up from his paperwork when I arrived in the permit office. “I hope you’re not here for your permits because they’re not ready yet. Don’t worry, I put them on the fast track to completion. You’ll have them soon.”
I tossed a dart on his desk. “That’s not what I’m here for.”
He flashed a smile, dimples on prominent display. “You want to play darts? I’m happy to meet you at The Crushed Chalice after work.”
I folded my arms. “Why is there a secret compartment inside them?”His smile faded. “You figured that out, huh? Detective work runs in the family, I see. Well, that’s because I was designing darts that could fit a charm inside. But it turns out that fitting a charm inside a tiny dart isn’t that easy. So, I had it fit a potion inside instead.”
“Why?” I asked, flatly.
Gilbert brightened. “It’s a magically-aided game. It can go mainstream, not just be sold in Desert Spell. You can put potions inside to make the arrow fly straight into the bullseye. Or, if you’re daring, make a trick arrow, so every time you throw it, the dart will never hit the target.”
“You’re trying to make a magical product to sell?”
“Look, the permit office is a steady gig. But I have dreams too.”
I sighed. “Why couldn’t you just charm the darts? Why make a workaround?”
A vein in Gilbert’s forehead bulged. “I cast spells. I can’t make charms, and Amelia didn’t see the value in joining me. She’s too cautious. I wanted her to. She and I would have been unstoppable. But you’ve got to let people make their own choices.”
“I don’t understand. You could have spelled the dart. Using a potion seems like a lot of extra work. Where are you getting the potions from?”
Gilbert leaned back in his chair. “I tried a potions supplier but it didn’t work out. I got a dart that exploded instead of hitting the target, so I cut ties. I didn’t spell them because then I’d be the one physically making all the product. I want to delegate the responsibilities. I can have anyone put a potion inside the dart—they don’t need to be magical. That opens up a ton of opportunities for manufacturing. I can only make so much product, but if I employ people to put the pieces together, then there’s no limit. I’m not going to get in the way of my business growth by doing everything myself.”
“Have you sold to anyone yet?”
“Absolutely. I’ve got to test out how people react to my products. See how they like them. Of course, I have to wait to give them their purchases now that my potion supplier didn’t work out.”
“I’m going to need a list of those people.”
“No can do. Client confidentiality. I can’t betray my client base.”
I narrowed my eyes. “What have you sold? Has it only been dart sets?”
“So far, yes. About fifty copies, all around the area. Mostly outside of Desert Spell, to be honest.”
I nodded. “Did you sell to Mason Johnson inside or out of Desert Spell?”
Gilbert sat upright and rested his elbows on his desk. “What, now?”
“I know you went to Mason Johnson to sell your wares. Don’t lie to me.” Even though I was technically lying to him—although, I considered it more of an educated guess. . .
He nodded. “That’s confidential. Fine. Seeing as he’s dead, I don’t see how it would do any harm. Mason stopped by here a bit ago to get some permits. I convinced him a dart set would be a great souvenir. He thought buying it would speed up the permit process, and again I’ll be honest—I didn’t quite say that it wouldn’t. I needed the cash, and he needed permits. It was a worthwhile exchange.”
“Did you speed up the permits for him?”
“No need. He died before I could.”
“Why did Mason Johnson want to set up a charms shop in a magical town, when he wasn’t magical?”
“Same reason I made my product to hold potions instead of spells. Business doesn’t mean what you’re best at, it’s about what the customer is willing to buy.”
“Fair enough.” I turned to leave, but Gilbert called after me.
“I know you’re busy with Magic Brew, but have you thought about joining me? We could be unstoppable.”
“That’s what you told Amelia,” I said wryly.
“And it was true. But she chose to go in a different direction. So? What do you say?”
I laughed. “I’ve got enough on my plate. You’re going to have to find someone else.”
Gilbert shrugged. “You’d think it’d be easier to find good business connections in a magical town. I’ll figure it out, don’t you worry.”
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Chapter 15


Wednesday 
4:32 pm
Raven flew out Magic Brew’s door as a customer was leaving. I held out my arm and she perched on it. “Don’t go inside. They’re all criminals.”
“Oh, really?”
“Yeah, they come in and drink coffee and never leave. They should pay a fortune for one coffee, leave, and never return. That’s good business.”
“I’d have no customers!”
“I’m glad you see my point. Remind me why we decided to open a coffee shop?”
“We didn’t. I did.” I went inside anyway and Raven flew to the back to hide from all the few customers in the place.
Joyce Wade held on to her oversized hat as she jumped up upon seeing me, and immediately ushered me into the chair across from her at her table. “Coral, good, you’re here. Step into my office.”
I wasn’t sure whether to be affronted that she thought I wouldn’t be at my own shop, or that I was now in her “office” inside of. . .my shop.
“You’re late on rent,” I quipped, wondering if I should have joined Raven in hiding.
Joyce ignored me and sipped her Smoky Ash coffee. The brim of Joyce’s floppy hat slipped and covered her vision. She adjusted the hat to better see me with her calculating eyes. “I may be a newcomer in town, but I move quickly. I adjust to new surroundings faster than one of your spells.”
“I brew potions, not spells,” I muttered.
“I made my money the old-fashioned way—hard work and smart money investments. I started a marketing firm from the ground up, then sold it. I’ve got a lot of free time now and a world of flexibility. I came here on a vacation, but now that I’m here, I’m not sure I want to leave.”
I laughed. “Sounds like Mel’s doing her job well.”
“Ever since Kara’s mother died, it’s been me and her. My sister was the sweetest woman you ever did meet, and then her daughter got stuck with me. Ha. Kara’s kindness must be genetic. I come to you in the hopes that we could work something out. Kara would never admit it, but she needs a job. Do you know anyone hiring?”
Based off of the unsolicited job offers I’d been getting recently, I’d say there were plenty of people hiring. But I didn’t refer her to them—I took a route I thought Joyce would appreciate.
“I’m looking to hire a part-time barista,” I offered.
Joyce’s eyes lit up. “Perfect. I’m sure we’ll be able to find a comfy place in town to stay at. Kara can’t pass up that opportunity. I won’t have any niece of mine—and mind you, I only have the one—not know the value of hard work. She’s flitted between jobs for too long. She needs a steady pace and structure. She’s going to make her own way in the world, regardless of how big her paycheck is.”
And it was convenient that a coffee shop job was available in a magical town, since barista jobs were not readily available elsewhere. . . I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes.
“Shouldn’t this be up to her?” I asked.
Joyce stuck her hand into her enormous purse and grabbed a tube of lipstick. As she freshened her lip’s deep red hue, she shrugged. “Kara can say no. She’d be wise to learn how to say no. You know what, I want her to say no. She’s too nice.”
As she dropped her lipstick back in her purse, I noticed a few oatmeal packets scattered inside.
“Are you a fan of Charming Market?”
Joyce gave me an odd look. “I haven’t been inside yet, do you recommend it?”
I nodded. “Those oatmeal packets—where did you get them from?”
“Mason threw a few my way, when I offered to get coffee with him the morning of his death. It was a bit of a slap in the face, really. We had spent a lovely evening together and stayed up late enough to see the sunrise. We were too enamored with each other to actually see it, so, when he threw the packets, I was quite shocked.”
“His feelings were not as deep as yours?”
“Feelings? Why—oh. . . No, that’s not what happened. It was not a romantic tryst we shared—it was conversation. It was an excitement and appreciation for magic. Here we were, two non-magical people, navigating magical waters for the first time. It was wonderful, until I found out that he was lying to me.”
“Like how you lied to me earlier? You said you were romantically involved!”
“Oh, that.” Joyce waved her hand dismissively. “What’s easier to believe? A night of passion or a night of pure conversation? This man was entrenched in the magical community. His hypotheses and speculations were based on fact. It was fascinating.”
“You didn’t want to be implicated in his death, so you said you had a night of passion?”
“Yes, yes. But, if you want to actually know his passionate side, you should be asking the brilliant singer Nina Nash. She was there at Crushed and I know a connection when I see one.” Joyce gave an emphatic nod, and her hat nearly fell off her head. “They tried to act like they didn’t know each other, but they did it too well. After noticing each other, they wouldn’t even look in the other person’s direction. I’d say something happened there once upon a time. Oh, Kara, dear! There you are. Coral and I were just discussing your new employment.”
Kara had just walked in and didn’t seem in the least bit surprised that her aunt had been talking about her. She graciously dipped her head. “I hope my aunt wasn’t trying to convince you to give me a job.”
I shrugged. “If you want to do a trial run, I can see if you’re a good fit.”
Kara’s pointed hat almost fell off her head as she nodded enthusiastically. “I can do that.”
A few minutes later, I had set Kara to work.
I immediately could see why holding down a job was not her strength. Every time I explained something, she got distracted and wanted to know more about some new shiny object she’d discovered.
I slid her a Smoky Ash coffee—decaf. “Drink this.”
The bells on the door chimed, and Kara’s eyes darted in the direction of Magic Brew’s entrance. Upon seeing that it was a customer walking in, she bounced over to her. “Would you like a seat? There’s a lovely nook by the window, or a large table, if you need more space.”
Nina Nash said softly, “The window will be fine.”
Kara returned with Nina’s tea order. As I brewed it, I told her, “Hey, Kara? Let’s let the customers seat themselves. And let’s not offer a large table to one person. What if a group walks in and there’s nowhere for them to sit?”
Kara gave me a deep nod. “I see your point. That makes perfect—oh, darling, do you need a refill?”
She was looking at a woman with a newly-empty mug. I was about to tell her this was a specialty coffee shop and we didn’t do refills, but Kara beat me to it.
“Let’s go up to the register to get this sorted out for you. You drank that last cup so fast, we should get you a bigger size this time, don’t you think?”
I walked away and let Kara work her magic.
I brought Nina her tea and sat across from her. “So, I hear you had a little romance with Mason Johnson.”
Nina’s eyes widened. “Who would say such a thing?”
“You’re not denying it.”
Nina blew on her tea. “Mason came to one of my shows a few months ago. We hit it off. We were both trying to make something of ourselves. He wanted to move on from his inspector job, and I’m trying to make it as an artist. Mason seemed lost, and I thought I could help.
“It soon became clear that he didn’t need help, so I ended things. Mason just wanted an in with the magical community. I’m not here to be used. We had some fun times, but in the end, he looked at me for what I could get him, instead of for who I am as a person.”
Just then, Kara dropped a mug full of coffee as she walked past us. I leapt up to grab a couple towels and we cleaned the mess up in no time.
As she mopped up the coffee, Kara leaned over to me. “I just wanted to let you know that when you were talking with that lovely lady, Darius was listening intently. He didn’t want to be obvious about it, but when someone is planning their sips of coffee and watching you through their reflective sunglasses, you know something is up.” Joyce walked by Kara as she spoke and as she wasn’t paying attention to anything but our conversation, Kara hit her with her arm as she made a grand gesture. Joyce laughed it off and went back to exploring the shop again.
“Look, I know I get distracted, but I’ll make up for it with hard work and dedication,” Kara continued.
“I don’t think getting distracted is your problem. You notice everything.” I held out my hand. “You’re going to be a great addition to the Magic Brew team.”
She shook it, with a wide grin spreading across her face, and immediately saw someone’s empty mug. She went to attend to it while I dragged a chair from a neighboring table to the pair of guys Kara pointed out. “So, which one of you has a huge crush on Nina Nash?”
Asking someone directly who they have a crush on was my favorite approach to the question—the person either immediately comes clean, or they’re clearly too embarrassed to go on.
Considering that the back of Darius’s ears had reddened, it was an easy guess.
I grabbed Darius’s unused napkin and started folding it into a swan. “I think that Muhammad just found out about Nina’s past romance—and is happy to find that it’s over. But you, Darius? How do you come into play? Why are you interested in her?”
Muhammad gave me a warning look and put a finger to his lips. “Not so loudly! My buddy’s shy, and I’m trying to boost his confidence so he can ask her out.”
I gave Darius a curious look. “Is that so?”
He bashfully looked away, his redness growing. “She’s so articulate and knows what she wants. I don’t care about the magic, her voice is magical enough to me. Plus, uh, she looks really good.”
“I think if you tell her that, you’ll be good to go.”
Muhammad slapped his hand on the table. “See? What have I been telling you?”
Raven flew by and swooped up the swan. “The only birds allowed in here are crows.”
Then, she dropped the swan on the counter and ripped the napkin to shreds. Raven eyed Kara and said, “You want to fit in with witches? Get a broom and clean this up.”
“Not necessary, Raven,” I warned the crow. She made a face and flew away.
After picking up the napkin shreds, I went over to the new cauldron I had set up on the counter by the register. I stirred it and names floated out of the cauldron. It was the same as my secret potion coffee menu, and I definitely didn’t have a permit to use it. But it wasn’t for customers. The names that floated out in wisps of smoke were suspects.
Stefan Ivan, Sofia Ivan, Joyce Wade, Kara Smith, Melody Lake. Some were crossed off. The rest had question marks.
I waved my hand over the names to dissipate the smoke before Kara or Joyce could see it as Harper and Clarence Lake entered my coffee shop, arm in arm. 
I groaned. “Neither of you drink coffee. I’m in the middle of an investigation, what do you want?”
Dad peered at me through his square sunglasses. He hadn’t bothered to take them off inside. “Perhaps, some steamed water?”
Mom made a face. “Speak for yourself. I’d enjoy a nice iced herbal tea, myself. Maybe even have a bit of a potion sprinkled in.”
“No, why are you here?”
Mom sighed as she tried to hand me money, which I refused. “You know you don’t pay here.”
“Felix roped us into warning you to stop working the case. He’s concerned about your safety.”
“And you want me to stop?”
Mom gave me a level look. “I told him I’d pass along the message, but I couldn’t do anything to stop you. I’m not going to get in the way of my children’s success.”
I brightened. “You think I’ll find the killer.”
Dad laughed. “You are the killer, so it shouldn’t be too hard.”
I rolled my eyes. “Hey, ice blue winecup only grows behind Aloe’s dumpster and on The Enchanting’s hillside, right? Someone had to have access to one of those and it’s not hard to get to either place. Your exploding flower isn’t poisonous?”
“It is not.”
“Why does it explode on a delayed release?”
“Well, now, that’s the beauty of it. If you pluck one of the leaves, it will explode within one hour. Plus two leaves, two hours. I had plucked the right amount of leaves before putting on the display for you all, so that’s why I knew the ballpark of when it would explode.”
“So, whoever planted it inside the podium knew how to use it. Dad, where did you get the plant from?”
“Charming Market, on my way home from the nursery. Wren always has some fun new plant she’s found or cross-bred. We swap plants all the time. She’s got one similar to the winecup. You should check it out.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I will.”
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Chapter 16


Wednesday 
6:10 pm
There were a few people browsing Charming Market. Wren Russo was doing a crossword at the register. The market was outdoors, with a large canopy covering it. The ground was made of stone tiles, and a nice assortment of plants grew in the dirt surrounding Charming Market.
Wren grinned at me, showing off her bright red lips. “I heard essence of ice blue winecup is the murder weapon. Good thing I don’t sell that.”
“I’m sure you could have it hidden away somewhere.” I glanced at the sizable nursery off to the side of the market. It was a beautiful oasis of plants and flowers that was a welcome change from the dry, desert surroundings.
Wren tucked a silver strand of hair behind her ear. “You know I love secrets, but it’s people’s business that I’m interested in. It wouldn’t benefit me to have those people dead.”
I sighed. “Who have you sold individual oatmeal packets to in the past week?”
Wren let out a short laugh. “I don’t sell individual packets. I do, however, sell boxes of pre-packaged oatmeal—but I can’t tell you who bought them.”
“Due to client confidentiality?”
“No, they’re on sale this week so everyone’s been buying them.” Wren jabbed her thumb in the direction of a tall stack of oatmeal boxes.
My eyes widened. “That’s a good sale.”
“Truth be told, they’re a week away from expiring. So, I needed to get rid of them. I’m barely making even on the profits, but at least they’re not headed straight for Aloe’s dumpster.” Wren winked. “I hear that’s a dangerous place to be right now.”
I shrugged. “Maybe not as dangerous as it should be.”
Crushed was the sketchiest bar in town, for sure. But other than the occasional bar fight or magical brawl, the worst part of the place was the sticky floors and pungent garbage smell from the dumpster. And the ice blue winecups growing by the dumpster, of course.
Wren shook her head. “I’m not saying Aloe’s guilty, but I’m also not telling you she’s innocent. Anyone who can run a bar successfully is a head-strong individual with an iron-clad will. That’s not something to be taken lightly.”
“You run a successful business. I could say the same about you,” I observed.
Wren beamed. “Of course you could. And you should, often. Business grows through word-of-mouth. Go spread that word.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re the only market in town other than the big box grocery store. The word is out there.”
“I don’t know why you haven’t looked into Aloe before.” Wren looked at me curiously.
“I have. She gave a complete story of what happened the night before Mason Johnson was killed.”
Wren tilted her head. “Why did you believe her?”
“When someone tells you exactly what happens, do you doubt them? I’ve known Aloe for years. Why would I suddenly not believe her?”
“All I’m saying is that people keep secrets for a reason. There are things that they don’t want people to find out about. They’re ashamed about things. There’s a lot of reasons, but it doesn’t mean they stop caring about you. It just means that they have a life of their own.  Do you tell everyone you know about your most intimate secrets?  For example, how did you manage to finance your coffee shop? Was it Mom and Dad? Because you know that’s when everyone assumes.”
I bristled. “What difference does it make how I managed to open Magic Brew?”
Wren shrugged. “It shouldn’t. But people talk—and question.”
It was a point of insecurity for me knowing that I didn’t quite know how I managed to find my shop. I won a lottery. But because I didn’t remember buying a ticket, I wasn’t sure how to feel about it. Did I take advantage of something? It was very likely that I did without realizing it. But I also wanted to make something of myself, and I knew I could make a coffee shop successful.
I had a lot of conflicting thoughts on the matter.
Wren gestured to a couple small succulents. “So, are you here to buy something or what? My hot gossip of the day doesn’t pay the bills.”
I picked up a nearby ceramic bowl instead and held it up. It looked oddly familiar. “I’m going to browse for a minute.”
“Suit yourself.” Wren went back to her crossword and I wandered the aisles, not looking for anything in particular.
After a few minutes, I noticed a couple bushes in the back that were tall and overgrown. Compared to the meticulous decorating of the rest of the market, it was wildly out of place. I casually strolled over to them and when I was closer, realized there was a little space between them. One was slightly in front of the other, but from far away, the overgrown leaves made it appear as if they were right next to each other.
I slipped in between the bushes and found myself in a small garden. It was a tiny oasis from the hustle and bustle of the small town, not that an oasis was needed. The Enchanting itself was a giant getaway built for relaxation. A patch of grass was covered by a blanket with a picnic blanket sitting on top. Wine, cheese, and grapes were ready to be sampled.
I’d seen it before. The blanket was oversized and cozy. The utensils adorning the plates and bowls were familiar. A few small potted succulents were also on the blanket. I picked one up and noticed an engraving on the bottom of the pot: Secret Succulent Society.
I rolled my eyes. The only way to keep something secret was to not say anything about it. Advertising the society would only draw attention—and it worked. I wanted to find out more.
I slipped out of the hidden area and went back to the market. The succulents Wren had pointed out to me earlier did not have the secret society’s name on them.
I thought of the ceramic bowl, and it hit me. Stefan Ivan’s picnic collection at his apartment had a bowl that looked just like the one at Charming Market.
Maybe he had decided to restart a society to take over Desert Spell. . .
#
I stormed into Stefan’s chaotic apartment a little while later without bothering to hide myself from the golden eye doorbell. I wanted him to know I was coming.
“Stefan Ivan, will you stop lying to me?”
Stefan was sitting on his oversized blanket, organizing a picnic basket. He looked up at me, the picture of innocence, but I recognized a wry glint in his eyes.
“Whatever do you mean?”
I angrily gestured to the picnic gear. “It wasn’t just the hot air balloon that you wanted to sell. You’ve been selling charmed picnic baskets, plates, silverware, you name it, to Charming Market.”
Sofia had been lying on the blanket, gazing up at the ceiling, where stringed lights hung. She sat up. “It was my idea. I was inside Charming Market one day, and I realized that a lot of the stuff they sold could be charmed. I told Dad he didn’t need a charms shop to sell charms.”
“And I agreed. Restarting my career, as it were, has been an exciting adventure.” Stefan rubbed his palms together.
Sofia picked at her nail polish. “If Mason was going to force me to stay here, then I was going to find any way I could to undermine him.”
I sighed. “Again, you’re not appearing innocent.”
“It’s not quite what you think,” said Stefan. “It’s mainly a secret club formed with a few friends. And it’s really not even a club. We just like the secret entrances and hidden clues. It can be hard to get together with everyone’s busy schedules, and this is a fun way to show your friends that you’re looking out for each other.”
I glared at Stefan.
“Fine!” Stefan threw his hands up. “It’s a charitable organization that helps people out in need. They’ve been helping me get back on my feet and to show my gratitude, I’ve sent a few gifts their way. It’s the least I could do.”
I narrowed my eyes. “A charitable organization? Is that what you call people you conned out of money?”
Stefan glared at me. “I wish I had conned them to get the help. I would have actually done something. Instead, these people helped me out of the goodness of their hearts—and I’m not convinced I deserve it. I got taken advantage of by Mason Johnson all on my own. I don’t deserve the help.”
“Dad, you deserve the help.” Sofia stood up. “Stop being modest. You take what you can get. There’s nothing wrong with accepting help.”
“How do I know this is a legitimate society?” I asked.
Sofia folded her arms. “The Secret Succulent Society is a name too ridiculous to make up. Plus, just look at any potted succulents in Desert Spell. They all lead back to the same secret society. If you ask me, the real suspicious company is the one outside of this town.
“Permitting Permits seems to be real shady. Why would this town hire someone outside of it to make sure the permits and whatever are correct? Dad used to have to jump through a lot of hoops to make sure his old charms shop was up to code. I don’t think Mason Johnson working for that company is a coincidence.”
“Permitting Permits benefits from Mason’s work. Why would they have him killed?” I asked.
“I’m not saying they did. I just think there’s more going on than meets the eye.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Give me one good reason to look closer at them.”
Luisa Cruz was not the most social person, but she didn’t scream murderer to me. Although, a good murderer would escape detection by not appearing like they would ever kill someone. Was anything like it seemed?
“You’ll find a succulent on the head woman’s desk. She’s not part of the Secret Succulent Society, so what is she benefiting by being connected to the society?”
“Maybe she needs help.”
“Or, what if she’s the one conning them into helping her in the first place?”
I sighed. I wasn’t sure how believable that was, but I also knew I couldn’t not look into it. And, as Sofia looked at me triumphantly, I knew she knew that too.
I hated being at other people’s mercy.
I needed to find out the truth, once and for all.
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Chapter 17


Wednesday 
7:23 pm
I reluctantly left Desert Spell to head to Permitting Permits. It was the last place I wanted to visit, mainly because of my own insecurities regarding staying on top of Magic Brew’s permits. But if it would help solve the case, then I would do anything to hurry that along.
The larger-than-it-needed-to-be office building was devoid of any hot air balloons on its roof. Sofia must have taken care of that fiasco. It was just as any business should be—open and ready for business.
Of course, the welcome greeting by Luisa Cruz could be more inviting. Instead of acknowledging my entrance, she kept her eyes glued on her computer monitor, furiously typing away. To be honest, I was surprised she was even still at work this late.
So, I followed her cue and ignored her as well. I headed into the restroom and checked to see if any other oatmeal packets had been hidden behind the mirror. They hadn’t.
I returned to the main office and threw the packet I had in my pocket on Luisa’s desk. “Who sent this to you?”
She didn’t look up. “I’m busy.”
I peered around at the empty office through my binoculars. “Why are you always the only one here?”
Luisa Cruz hunched closer to her computer, intently reading the screen. “Everyone else is out on the field. I’ve got to hold this place down.”
I glanced at the desks. They were all similarly decluttered, and depersonalized. The only two desks that appeared like people used regularly were Luisa’s and Mason’s.
I blinked. “This is a front.”
Luisa’s ponytail swished back and forth. “Yes, this is the front of Permitting Permits.”
I gave her an exasperated look. “This isn’t a real business. It’s a front.”
“And what kind of business would I be running instead of the one that I’m advertising?” she asked, monotonously.
I picked up her succulent. “This was a gift, wasn’t it? You’re running an underground scheme with whoever gave you this.”
Luisa tucked the wisps of hair framing her face behind her ears. “The only front here is me pretending to my customers that we’re a much larger company. These desks all used to be filled, but then I had to let everyone go, except for Mason Johnson. And that was only because he agreed to work part-time. Mason took a liking to Desert Spell, so he did all the inspections there. I took care of everywhere else.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Bad business decisions.” She looked around at the empty office. “Like keeping this place, for one. I’ve paid through the end of the month, but I’m letting it go. I don’t need office space when most of the job is in the field, anyway.
“Look, I could have kept this as a small business. It was a success. But I’ve got dreams. And I reached too high for them and overextended myself. But I’m going to get it back.”
I peered at her through my binoculars. “You couldn’t have gotten back on your feet by yourself. Did Mason know you had help?”
“I didn’t tell him where I got help from, because I didn’t know myself. To be honest, I still have no idea. I am grateful everyday that someone decided to take a chance on me. They have no reason to. I messed this up myself. But still, I am so grateful.”
It was the first time I heard her speak without a monotone. It was almost like there was feeling involved in her words, and it shook me to my core.
For some reason, whether it was because she spoke without emotion, or because she acted like she knew what she was doing, I hadn’t considered her as a human being with flaws. It was ridiculous of me to think that, but I realized that what I was seeing was what she wanted me to see. Luisa Cruz built a facade to protect herself.
We all did.
I, myself, pretended to know how to run a coffee shop. Sure, I had run one before, but having my own shop was somehow different. All the responsibility landed on me—and I enjoyed it.
I had never imagined myself enjoying being responsible for running a business. The reason I could barely hold on to a job before my sister employed me was that I got bored. Doing the same repetitive tasks made me go crazy. Running my own business meant that I wore a lot of hats, and no day was the same. I thrived in the chaotic environment.
It was similar to solving a murder. I had no idea what would happen next, and I hung on to every clue like it was my lifeline.
“The tea packet stuck in the mirror,” I said. “That’s how you communicated.”
Luisa stared at me. “How did you figure that out?”
“You’re not as sneaky as you think you are—or, whoever you’re working with isn’t. Wait a second. . .”
I ran to the bathroom, where I grabbed the tea packet from.
Luisa followed me. “I didn’t bother with throwing it away, because no one else worked here. Who would find it, until you came along?”
“This is my sister’s handwriting,” I murmured. It was shaky and clearly trying to be disguised, but I recognized it all the same. Louder, I said, “Do you know anything about this?”
“If I knew who was helping me keep my business, I would be shaking their hand. I never told Mason what kind of financial situation Permitting Permits was in, because, quite frankly, it wasn’t his business. I made sure he got paid and that was that.” Luisa put her hand on her forehead. “ A lot of it was that I didn’t know where the money was coming from. If he asked me any kind of pressing questions, I wouldn’t be able to answer. I feel like accountability is important with my employees. Do you understand?”
“Sure.”
“I just didn’t want to be seen as taking advantage of something. I got to where I am through hard work, and I was ready to accept failure. But when someone sent me a lifeline, I was also ready to accept it. I just didn’t want to take advantage of it and lose my opportunities. I was just starting to get back on my feet after some bad business decisions. I wanted to be able to continue before someone else could take over.”
I tilted my head. “I understand.”
It was true. I did understand. I, myself, had worked hard to where I had received—but I felt like I didn’t deserve it, because I received a leg up from an unknown source. I didn’t know where I gotten my startup money from and while I had made peace with that fact, I couldn’t deny that I still had questions.
And I wasn’t sure if those questions would ever have answers.
Luisa cleared her throat. “One last thing. I don’t have proof, but your sister has come in here before. She was asking general permit questions that could have been done over the phone. She wasted my time by coming in person a little bit ago. I forgot what she looked like until she came back with you the other day. I try to forget annoying customers. I have no time for them.”
“So?”
Luisa met my gaze. “So no one else has come here in person except for you and her. And I found that packet behind the mirror a week ago. So, it wasn’t from you. Melody knows more than she’s letting on. You should be asking her for answers, not me.”
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Chapter 18


Wednesday 
8:06 pm
Mel told me to meet her at the room under the pond when I called her up and said we needed to talk. She hadn’t arrived yet—but Rowan had.
He was as surprised to see me as I was to see him. He was opening a storage box and quickly threw the lid on back on it when I walked inside.
“I thought Mel. . . What are you doing?” I gestured to whatever he was trying to hide.
Rowan grinned sheepishly. “Mason Johnson had rented it out through tonight. I figured since he’s not here to enjoy it, we might as well take advantage of the opportunity.”
He uncovered the box, showing candles and picnic supplies. A broom and trash bag was next to it, which was helpful, considering the place was still trashed.
My heart melting, I went to embrace him—but I heard a movement outside the door.
So instead, I crept to the door and pressed my eye against the peephole. Why the door had a peephole was beyond me, but it was certainly helpful.
I got a visual of a woman in a dark jacket. Her face was to the side and obscured by her jacket hood—and she was the same height and weight as the mystery woman I had seen trying to break into the empty shop across from Magic Brew. Or at least, I had thought it was empty.
I yanked the door open so fast the woman didn’t have time to run away. “Aloe?”
Aloe Jordan stood frozen before me in a dark jacket, a wary expression, and holding up a spray bottle with a skull and crossbones on it. “Pest control?”
“You’re a bartender, not a poisoner.” I narrowed my eyes. “It was you. You tried to break into Stefan Ivan’s old charms shop.”
“First of all, I’m a bar owner. Second of all, I legally serve people poison for a living.” Aloe sighed, dropping her spray bottle from being pointed between my eyes. “I wasn’t trying to break in for what you might think. I was hoping there would be more ice blue winecups inside.”
“What?” I asked sharply.
“It’s not like that.” Aloe let out another sigh, like she was about to reveal a big secret. “I wanted to know where he got it from. I wanted to plant more of them.”
I was taken aback. “Why?”
“Dumpsters aren’t known for being clean. And my neighbors tend to use it as well. So, I get a lot of rodents and pests, which is fine, except that they come into my bar. And that’s a problem. After Mason planted that flower, I noticed a decrease in pests. The ice blue winecup was killing them off and I wanted more.
“I had asked Mason about them and he had told me to meet him at The Enchanting. I’d heard the rumor that the ice blue winecups grew there, but when I arrived they were trampled. It turns out those weren’t the ones Mason was talking about. If you ask me, he trampled them himself to force me to buy the winecups from him.
“I went to meet him in this underground room, but when I got here, he never arrived. I got mad and tore the place apart, thinking that he might’ve hidden it somewhere. I didn’t find it, and then I heard about his death. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to be implicated in it. I was only here to get some pest control. I came back just now in case I missed something. There’s a voluptuous rat in my bar that I would like to be gone.”
I nodded. “Someone got rid of that pest Mason Johnson before you could get a handle on the situation.”
“I went back to grab the trampled flowers, but they were just petals. The flowers themselves were gone.”
“Do you know if the succulents in here were Mason’s?”
“How would I know? All we talked about were the winecups. I’m assuming he rented this room, it’s not like he owned the place.” Aloe pulled a clear bottle of a gel-like substance from her jacket pocket and rubbed her red cheeks with it.
I wrinkled my nose. “Quit distracting me with your aloe vera. You know I can’t resist a good pun.”
“Fine.” Aloe glared at me. “There aren’t any winecups here, right?”
“No, they didn’t spontaneously appear after you destroyed the place searching for them.”
“Well, then. I’m leaving.” And Aloe left before I could stop her, slamming the door shut behind her.
I turned around to see a bemused Rowan. He held out his hands. “I can either transform this room or we can picnic in the chaos. What do you want?”
A playful knock sounded on the door just then, much to my annoyance. 
“Chaos, apparently,” I muttered before pressing my eye against the peephole again to find a perfectly groomed mustache blocking my view. I yanked the door open. “How did you know I was here?”
Felix twirled his mustache. “A little bird told me.”
I glared at my older brother.
“All right, Raven let it slip. If you paid her more, you might get her to actually keep a secret.”
“I give her free food and lodging, and she can come and go as she pleases. Secret-keeping isn’t part of the deal.”
Felix grinned broadly. “Then you shouldn’t be surprised to see me. Now, let me in.”
I held one hand on the door, blocking his entrance. “But this wasn’t a secret Raven knew about. Who told you I was here?”
He ducked under my arm and got inside anyway. “Mel, who else? She said she was meeting you here. Oh, hey Rowan. Didn’t mean to interrupt.” His voice boomed in the small enclosure.
I crossed my arms. “What do you want?”
“To gloat. I’m closer to cracking the case than you are.”
I held the binoculars hanging around my neck up to my eyes. “I don’t know about that. I’ve got a rock solid lead.”
It was a complete fabrication. I didn’t want to admit it, but he could be right. I didn’t have a strong key suspect, just a bunch of people who were somehow vaguely suspicious.
The lamp in the corner of the room caught my attention as I was lowering my binoculars. I lifted them back up to see a string lying on the lampshade. It could have been nothing, but I wanted to look closer. I couldn’t trust my eyes to be sure of what I was seeing—even with binoculars.
Felix didn’t notice me looking at the lamp, but Rowan did.
“I do need to know one thing, though.”
I winced as Felix’s voice reverberated across the room. “Indoor voice or get out.”
He quieted his tone by maybe one notch. An oddly vulnerable note to his voice appeared. “Are you sure you haven’t noticed anything out of the ordinary about Kara?”
I gave it a moment of real, logical thought. “Just her ridiculous hat and even more ridiculous aunt.”
He mused on that. “That’s all I come up with too. I just can’t shake the thought that she’s not saying something.”
I shrugged. “Private people aren’t always hiding secrets. I think Kara uses her charms to hide any insecurities. Like you do with your mustache.”
“Don’t speak ill of my ‘stache!” Felix pulled out his beeswax. “Good talk, Lake. Rowan, look forward to beating you at darts soon.”
“You gonna cheat again?” Rowan asked wryly.
“However will you learn creativity if I don’t?”
Rowan shook his head, not bothering to reference his job—which greatly consisted of strong creative skills.
After Felix left, Rowan turned to me, eyes sparkling. “Felix may be close, but I know the scent of victory when I smell it. You found something.”
I shrugged flirtatiously. “Maybe.”
“What is it?”
I rolled my eyes at him.“You’re the party planner. You can plan the perfect soiree but you can’t work backwards to solve a perfectly laid-out crime?”
“I’m an Event Planning Manager, thank you very much.”
“Exactly, you should be better at this,” I muttered.
“You built Magic Brew through sheer luck. Maybe you’ll get lucky again and actually solve this.”
“That would be like winning the lottery.”
Rowan gave me a pointed look with his delightfully mischievous chocolate eyes.
I brushed it off, refusing to get lost in them. “I don’t think I even won that lottery after all. I think that ticket was planted. . . And I know who I need to talk to about that.”
First though, I needed to extract the string from the lamp. As I carefully extracted it, I gazed around the messy place. “How long did Mason rent this room for?”
“From the day he died to tonight.”
I narrowed my eyes. “He seemingly used this room as a private office, considering he told Aloe to meet him here. If he wanted to distance himself from Breeze Charms until he did the big reveal and opened shop, that would make sense. But what if he was being blackmailed?”
Rowan folded his arms. “Mason was the blackmailer, though. How could someone blackmail him?”
“Who would be close enough to have something on him? He doesn’t seem to have a lot of friends. . . I’d bet it’s a love interest or business partner.”
Rowan glanced down at the box of picnic supplies, then at the picnic supplies strewn across the room. “I think he just wanted to win a lady back. I don’t see how blackmail comes into it.”
I held up the string with a tag attached to it. Nina’s Tea. The handwritten tag was the same one I saw hanging out the side of Nina’s travel mug.
“I think Nina Nash has some things to answer for.”
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Chapter 19


Wednesday 
8:51 pm
When Mel finally arrived, she appeared frazzled and had dirt stains on her crisp white blouse. She handed me a small succulent haphazardly stuck in a small pot. I carefully checked underneath and saw Secret Succulent Society written on it.
“Out of all my ideas, using plants to communicate is my worst one. That’s why I normally stick to writing on tea packets, but I was out of them, so here we are.”
I almost laughed. “You don’t have to give me anything.”
“Coral, of course I do. I need to prove to you I’m responsible for this mess.”
I did laugh that time. “You don’t have anything to prove to me. I believe you. You run the Secret Succulent Society—but what exactly is it?”
Mel wiped the back of her hand across her forehead, giving her another faint dirt streak. “We’re a secret charitable society. We remain anonymous because we don’t need our egos to be the driving force of our donations. We simply want to help people. When I lost everything, they helped me get back on my feet. They helped me with resources to set up a financial future.”
I glared at her. “You gave me the money. I was able to start Magic Brew because of you.”
Mel maintained a picture of innocence. “I did no such thing.”
“You’re part of the Secret Succulent Society. After you fired me, you made sure I could follow my dreams—don’t deny it!” I said as she opened her mouth to protest again.
“Fine,” Mel reluctantly said. “But that was only because you would never have lasted as an employee. I was looking out for your well-being.”
“No, you believed in me. I don’t know why, but you did. So, you made sure I could make something of myself. You gave me a second chance. You already felt bad for letting me go—but you were protecting me. You don’t have to do anything else. You could just have me not trust your decision, because you knew that it was for the best. Instead, you gave me an opportunity that I would never have had otherwise.”
Mel turned her head to inspect the stitching on her sleeveless shirt. It was flawless, of course. “You could have borrowed money from Mom and Dad.”
I laughed. “You know I would never have done that. You forced me to take the opportunity.”
Mel continued to downplay her involvement. “What I should have done was tell you about the curse.”
“You think?” I asked dramatically, slapping a hand on my forehead.
“All right! Yes, I made sure you would be okay. You’re a terrible employee, but you’ve got a lot of good ideas. And when you go after something, you see it to the end. Like, with this murder business. You could have let Felix handle it, but you’re—”
I finished the sentence for her. “—too competitive.”
Mel made a face. “More like incredibly ambitious. And, while we’re at it, we might as well get this out in the open. I didn’t convince anyone to get you that check. I started the Secret Succulent Society. No one’s going to tell me what to do.”
I folded my arms. “You run the biggest place of employment in Desert Spell, and now you’re telling me you also run a secret charitable society? Is this your way of telling me you also have a huge problem with authority?”
Mel let out a short burst of laughter. “I don’t want anyone controlling my life, except for me. I didn’t want anyone to feel left behind. I wanted to help people in a tough spot, like how I once was. When Mason Johnson walked away, I was responsible for the lease. There was no way I could have paid it on my own. I needed to find a way to make an income great enough to pay it. I wasn’t even looking to make a profit, I just wanted to break even. And to be incredibly honest, paying half of the lease was a success in my book. Anything that helped was beneficial.”
I ran my hand through my knotted hair. “Why didn’t you believe in yourself?”
Mel gave me a sad look. “This was before I had any success. I understand what it’s like to not want to go to Mom and Dad for help. I wanted to make something of myself on my own. Just because they were successful, doesn’t mean I was entitled to the same success. I didn’t want the help. That’s why I knew that you wouldn’t accept the help, if I offered it to you.”
I shrugged. “You’re not wrong.”
“I’m who I am today because of the hard work I went through and the hard work that I go through everyday. I don’t forget where I came from. I started with nothing and worked my way up. That’s why I want to help other people. I’m in the position where I can help people.What kind of a person would I be if I didn’t use my success for good?”
“A normal person,”  I said wryly.
“I strive for success and everything I do. That includes paying forward.”
“Like how you faked me winning the lottery?”
Mel lifted her shoulders. “Yeah.”
I nodded. I just wanted to do a good job and prove myself. When Mel fired me, I felt like my world had slipped out from under my feet. I didn’t think I would make anything of myself, and I wasn’t confident in myself to believe that anyone would hire me. I really struggled with my past resume. I had flitted between jobs non-stop and didn’t think I would make anything of myself.
Based off of my past, it was a fair assessment. If I was looking at it objectively, I would see that I could hold down a job, but I wouldn’t be ‘successful.’ I don’t know where the need to be successful came from. My parents loved me regardless, but I was always a competitive person. I needed to be the best I could be— which, was laughable now that I was leaving my sole source of income to solve a murder that no one asked me to solve.
No doubt Felix would solve it, without my help.
Why was I doing this? What did I need to prove?
I had no idea.
But no one was going to drop dead in my coffee shop and not have me find their killer.
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Chapter 20


Thursday

8:33 am

The next morning Nina Nash agreed to come to Magic Brew to try a tea I had brewed. As I was finishing up helping a customer, Nina was holding her mug and the tea inside was stirring around of its own accord. 
I frowned. Mason was fine with letting Joyce go. Joyce was, understandably upset over it, but she wasn’t in a murderous rage. It had been one night and Joyce had already moved on—and besides, they shared a connection over their curiosity of magic. That was it.
This wasn’t about revenge for a past love affair. Mason Johnson had more conflict with his business partners than his romantic ones.
I went over to her. “Nina, you worked with Mason Johnson, didn’t you?”
She looked up at me, with a confused and hesitant expression. “What do you mean?”
“You made spelled objects for him. He got you to make some of his product.”
“And what if he did?” she asked, lightly. “I needed the extra cash. Playing a gig, or two, every once in a while doesn’t pay the bills. Plus, I need money to fund my career. Money talks, and I only sing.”
“You told me you broke up with Mason, but that’s not true, is it?”
“All right, Mason ended things. Are you happy? Because, I’m not. He fooled me. He made me think he would be there for me. We went on such romantic dates and then he disappeared! And when he finally returned, he told me we had been over for a while, but he forgot to tell me. Who does that?”
Nina frowned at me. “You’re not the only one to question my intentions. Apparently, your brother has a warrant to search my apartment. I didn’t feel like watching him do it, so I came here. Ah, there he is. He thinks he’s found something.”
My brother burst into Magic Brew just then, his attention fully on Nina. “I discovered an empty vial of poison in your possession. It’s the same poison found in Mason’s system. Nina Nash, you’re under arrest for the murder of Mason Johnson.”
Felix handcuffed her and read Nina her rights.
She was outraged, but not shocked. She also refused to say anything, so nothing she said could be used to incriminate her further.
Darius suddenly burst into Magic Brew, beads of sweat lining his forehead. “Nina! Do you want to, uh, get some tea sometime?”
Muhammad stood behind him, taking in the scene and holding his head in his hands.
Nina, however, didn’t seem to mind. The backs of her ears turned as red as Darius’s. Still not wanting to say anything, she gave him a deep nod and Muhammad beamed.
Nina shyly gave him a smile as Felix walked her out of my coffee shop.
#
It felt like the air had been sucked out of Magic Brew after Felix took Nina away. The remaining customers didn’t stay long, now that the excitement was over.
“Nina drank my tea.”
Raven tapped her talons on the counter. “So?”
“She normally has her own tea with her. . . That tea! The tag was handwritten. Someone made it for her.” I looked at Raven, lost in my train of thought. “Nina has allergies. She was sneezing at The Enchanting’s park. . .but Mel spelled The Enchanting so anyone with allergies would be fine. You have to refresh the spell to keep it going, so it could have just worn off but I think. . . The explosion! Nina’s allergic to ice blue winecups. That’s why her nose was red at Crushed. She walked by the dumpster on her way in—right by the winecups.”
Raven ruffled her feathers. “Allergies is the only excuse I’ll take for someone not liking me. I haven't forgiven that permit lady yet. She thought I was going to eat her when she came in for a cup of coffee.”
I gave her a wry look. “You would have.”
“A playful peck isn’t eating someone,” she said primly. “Besides, the Mustache found evidence in Nina’s home. How do you explain that?”
I held up a finger. “I need to make a quick visit to Charming Market.”
“But that won’t help me! You’ll make your big revelation and I’ll miss it while I’m minding your shop.”
“I’ll fill you in,” I promised as I ran out the door.
I heard Raven mutter, “Should’ve named it Raven’s Brew instead,” right before the door slammed close.
A few minutes later, I burst into Charming Market. There was a lull in business, and Wren Russo was freshening her bright red lipstick. She did it with no mirror and didn’t even look up from her crossword.
“Coral, back so soon. Sneak into any places you shouldn’t be lately?” she asked, pencilling in a word.
“You made Nina specialty tea, right?”
She finally looked up, jabbing her thumb at the coffee and tea section. “All my teas are over there.”
“You cross-bred a plant you use for lea leaves without getting the right permit to sell it, isn’t that right?”
Wren folded her arms, dropping her pencil. “Why would I tell you if I did?”
“Nina went to your secret lair behind those overgrown hedges you’ve got the morning Mason Johnson was poisoned. You were at Magic Brew, so you had an alibi. She couldn’t buy anything from you if you weren’t there. But, in doing so, you left Nina without an alibi. She chose to lie to protect you. Your tea was too important to her.
“Nina suffers from a lot of plant-induced and animal-based allergies, which affects her voice—affecting her singing. She can’t have that when she’s trying to make it as an artist. It’s not like she can spell every place she goes to be free of allergens. That’s an enormous task and it would fade away too fast. But your tea cures her allergies.”
Wren picked her pencil back up and looked over her crossword. “If you’re here to comment on my hedges, then you need to find a better hobby to fill your time.”
I hurled her crossword across the market. “Nina’s been accused of murder and you’re worried about your hideaway that was such an impenetrable secret that I managed to discover it with pure curiosity?”
“She’s been. . . What?” Wren’s red lips formed a perfect “O” shape.
“Can you verify that Nina Nash was getting a special tea from you at the same time that Mason Johnson was poisoned?”
Wren tucked a silver strand of hair behind her ear. “Absolutely.”
“And can you confirm that one of the plants you used is remarkably similar to an ice blue winecup?”
She nodded. “Why do you think I kept quiet? It takes a keen eye to tell the difference between a frozen poppy and an ice blue winecup.”
“You made the potion for Gilbert Hall’s darts with the hidden compartment, didn’t you? The potion that made the darts explode instead of hitting the target like they were supposed to?”
A vein bulged in Wren’s forehead. “I was set up. He didn’t tell me the dart was charmed. If I had known that, I wouldn’t have used the potion that I did. I’d have used one that would work with a charm instead of against it. It was too much magic for that tiny thing.
“I used a bit of frozen poppy to give the dart a boost of energy to land where it needed to. But too much of it, or if you combine it with a charm, makes it explode.”
My eyes widened. “That’s why the podium exploded. It was charmed to amplify voices. Did you tell Mason what your potion was made of?”
Wren nodded. “He was incredibly upset that my potion didn’t work, so I made sure he knew it was his fault and why.”
I had already pulled out my phone and was calling Felix before she finished speaking.
Gilbert had taken that knowledge and used it to his advantage. The podium hadn’t exploded by accident—Gilbert was targeting the recipients of Mason Johnson’s will.
He wanted them dead.
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Chapter 21


Thursday

9:12 am

It was the first time I went to City Hall with a sense of purpose. And it was definitely the first time I walked into the permit office without an underlying sense of dread. 
Gilbert Hall sat alone at his desk. “Coral, you know I’d call you if your permits were ready.”
“I know.” I sat on the edge of his desk. “I’m more interested in why you spilled your drink at Crushed the last night Mason Johnson was alive.”
He shrugged. “Haven’t you ever accidently spilled something?”
I didn’t answer and just continued to pointedly stare at him.
“Fine.” Gilbert threw his hands up. “I knocked over my whiskey that night at Crushed because I saw Aloe slip something into my drink. She was trying to poison me!”
I shook my head. “She was trying to help you. You were too drunk to drive home, and she was kind enough to offer you a ride. She wasn’t kind enough to let you vomit all over her car.”
“I don’t know. She tried to poison me again—you were there. I’m lucky to be alive.”
“Can’t say the same for Mason Johnson, can you? He died because you killed him.”
Gilbert was taken aback. “How dare you accuse me of—”
I cut him off. “Of poisoning him with ice blue winecup essence in his morning coffee?”
“Those grow behind Aloe’s dumpster, again, you should be talking to her.”
“Aloe didn’t poison anyone. You also tried to throw me off your trail by mentioning that you used a potions maker with the darts you gave Aloe. But that worked to your advantage even after the darts exploded—you used the leftover potion darts and added a charm to the podium.”
Gilbert scratched his head. “Is that so?”
“Why did you do it?” I asked flatly. “What did Mason Johnson have that you didn’t?”
Gilbert’s face contorted into a scrunched rage. “He thought I just made the product. Mason completely dismissed me as a businessman. He thought he could do everything himself, but I knew better. You’ve got to expand. You have to use your resources. I didn’t want to be relegated to just making stuff, without being recognized for the business side as well. I sold all the initial products—Mason didn’t do anything. He got us a shop. That was it. He was the money.”
It sounded like how he had handled things with Mel when they were business partners.
“Why would Mason come back to Desert Spell? He already had one failed shop here. Why put himself through that again?”
“He thought he could do it better this time. Mason was obsessed with magic. He saw what Melody Lake did with The Enchanting and decided he could do the same. He wanted to build an empire.”
I blinked. “Mason had one shop. That’s hardly an empire.”
Gilbert shrugged. “Everyone starts somewhere.”
“And with your ambition, you thought you would be taken along for the ride? That the two of you would get rich together?”
“No,” Gilbert growled. “Mason would have gotten rich. I wouldn’t. That’s how he set it up. When I realized I wasn’t getting my fair share of the profits, I confronted him. I said we were in this fifty-fifty, and he was only paying me twenty-five percent.”
The click of high heels suddenly sounded in the distance and grew louder as Amelia Rodriguez approached us.
Stepping over a cracked tile, she set her Magic Brew travel coffee mug on her desk and glared at Gilbert. “That’s because he was paying me the other twenty-five percent.”
“Amelia!” Gilbert flashed his dimples. “What are you talking about?”
“Don’t lie to me. Gil here didn’t want anyone to think we were working together. But we were—and he was trying to run me off of the business that I was rightfully a part of.” Anger flashed in Amelia’s eyes as she directed her fury toward him.
Gilbert leaned back in his chair, not to get a more relaxed pose, but because he needed more space between him and Amelia. “We ended our business arrangement because we went in different directions.”
“Yeah, you wanted total control. You try to force me out. But my contract wasn’t with you—it was with Mason Johnson. He kept me on board because he liked the charms that I made. So you, on the other hand, tried to find a way to make the products without me.”
Gilbert gave a forced smile. “It worked, didn’t it?”
“You thought it worked. But I was one step ahead of you the whole time. I told Mason you were undermining me, and together we hatched a plan. He was going to let you go. It was going to be me and him in business together.
“But you killed him instead—that way you would get the whole business. Having him leave you the shop in his will was an ingenious idea. I wish I had thought of that.”
Gilbert’s shoulders had relaxed and some tension left his body. It quickly returned when I spoke. “You tried to get Amelia and Sofia out of the picture with the exploding podium. Fortunately, your charms work isn’t what it could be. You messed up and the explosion wasn’t nearly as strong as you intended.
“You thought you could have a chance at getting everything Mason created with them gone. Maybe if you had found a way to work better with Mason Johnson, I wouldn’t be accusing you of murder.”
“Look, I wasn’t fond of the guy, but isn’t that a little extreme?” Gilbert asked hesitantly, but his eyes were wary.
“Mason cut you off. And because you work at City Hall, you thought you could forge your name on Magic Breezes’ documents. Then, you could open it up with Mason out of the picture.”
“That’s impossible,” Gilbert scoffed.
“So, you gave Mason Johnson one last chance. You showed him the documents you forged and threatened that if he didn’t make you an equal owner, you would take everything. Mason didn’t agree, you decided to get him out of the picture. You tried to poison him at Crushed, but Aloe poisoned your drink first.  At least, you thought she did. It turns out that she was just trying to be helpful.
“You decide to use that to your advantage. You spilled the drink Aloe ‘poisoned’ to make it look like you have been poisoned, if it came to that. Of course, it didn’t. Mason hadn’t been poisoned, and it must have been quite a shock when, the next morning, when you saw him at Magic Brew alive and well. You still have the poison on you, so instead of poisoning Mason the night before, you poisoned his coffee.”
Gilbert smiled, but without showing his dimples. “That’s a thrilling tale. I didn’t realize that both Lake sisters were good at putting on a show. Too bad Magic Brew is nothing like The Enchanting.”
I frowned. “That’s one thing I don’t get. Why did you send Mel the oatmeal packet telling her to get a charms maker and you’ll lift the curse?”
“Curse? What curse?”
“Don’t play innocent with me. You know you’re guilty. Why would you bother putting a fake curse on Mel’s shop?”
“Look, Mason Johnson got what he had coming to him, but I didn’t curse anyone. If you want to learn how to do actual detective work, you should be asking your brother.”
I nodded. “You’re right. Lake?”
Felix Lake sauntered into the room, twirling his mustache. “You called, Lake?”
“I got Gilbert Hall here, who seems to think that he’s innocent. I can tell you why he’s not, if you’re interested.”
Felix rubbed his palms together in excitement. “I can’t wait.”
I continued. “Mason wasn’t planting a flower when Aloe caught him behind her bar with a spade in his hand. He was trying to dig it up. Aloe also saw Mason and Gilbert having a private conversation. She noticed it was tense, but chalked it up to them having a small argument over the merits of magic. That’s why Mason spent the rest of the night talking to Joyce. He found someone he can have a conversation with about magic.
“But that’s not what you two were arguing about, was it? You told Mason that you were going to poison him if he didn’t do what you wanted. You even told him what you would use to poison him. Thanks to Joyce, Mason knew exactly where ice blue winecups grew. He tried to dig up the one by the dumpster and the next morning, he trampled the ones on The Enchanting’s hillside. Too bad you had already obtained the flower. . .”
“That’s a great theory, but good luck proving it.” Gilbert had his hands folded on his chest while listening. He casually stretched his arms and dropped them down by a drawer on his desk—and before anyone could do anything, he slid open the drawer, grabbed a handful of darts, and threw them at us. We ducked just in time, and everyone immediately took action.
Felix dove for Gilbert, missing him by inches. Gilbert sidestepped him with great difficulty as his darts buried themselves in the opposing wall. Amelia grabbed the dartboard coaster she had lying on her desk and tossed it at him like a flying disc.
Gilbert glanced desperately at his darts in the wall and right before the coaster could hit him, his charmed darts jiggled themselves out of the wall and came flying at Amelia. Her coaster circled Gilbert like a boomerang and came flying back at her, just before the darts hit her face. Instead, they lodged themselves into the dartboard coaster, which had sprang to Amelia’s rescue, covering her face from view.
While this was happening, I pulled out my potion vials and swiftly grabbed Amelia’s coffee cup. Taking a whiff, I immediately recognized that it was plain black coffee. Nothing added to it—which was perfect.
I emptied a vial full of a black liquid into the coffee and as the darts hit the coaster, I spilled the coffee at Gilbert’s feet. 
Coffee was a key ingredient in my potion smoke. The non-toxic potion smoke rose from the floor up, hiding Gilbert from view. It also made it so that he couldn’t see us, and he punched the smoke trying to free himself.
Felix kept a close watch on where he was punching and by the time the smoke faded, he handcuffed Gilbert so fast that Gilbert didn’t see it coming.
Gilbert’s face was red and contorted in rage as he screamed at Amelia. “You don’t deserve what you got! I was the one who worked for it! We could have built a charms empire together but, no, you played it safe and didn’t take risks. I took all the risks and see where it got me?”
Amelia was holding her coaster with the darts buried in it, sadness crossing her face. “Murder isn’t a risk worth taking.”
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Chapter 22


Friday 
3:03 pm
There was a small group of us gathered to watch the inaugural use of the charmed hot air balloons. Rowan and I were scheduled to be the first to ride it. We were standing in the basket, ready for take-off. Mom’s wine and cheese and Stefan’s picnic materials were stuffed inside with us. A butterfly flitted past us.
Mel, Stefan, and Sofia were waiting on the ground to see us off. I was ready to have a relaxing afternoon, but first I had one last thing to get off my chest.
“Stefan Ivan, one day you’re going to tell me the whole truth the first time instead of making me dance around and figure it out,” I called out to him.
He pulled his ratty bathrobe closer to him, as if there was a sudden chill in the air. “What did I do this time?”
“Mason Johnson had you running around doing his errands. One of those things was putting a fake curse on Mel’s shop. Mason did hold a grudge against Mel for making a success of herself when he failed. He thought that if he could curse her shop, he could convince her to set up his own place there. Having a shop in Desert Spell is wonderful, but having a shop at a premiere magical resort is even better. Mason figured that Mel would also hold a grudge and let Mason have the ‘cursed’ shop as payback. That’s why he did it.
“When Mason died, you continued to carry out his plan. You figured that you might be able to get the shop for yourself. You sent Mel the oatmeal packet with the threatening note.”
Stefan dipped his head. “Yeah, so?”
Mel handed him the same packet with the warning. There was a number scribbled on the back and as Stefan accepted the packet, his eyes widened.
Mel gave him a level look. “This might seem like I’m giving into your wild plans but I’m not. I recognize talent when I see it, and I’d like to put it to good use. We could use a master charms maker around here. That way you could focus on making charms instead of on selling them.”
Stefan put a finger through one of the many holes in his worn-out shirt. “I’d never admit it, but I do miss going in to work. My home is a disaster. I accept.”
“And Sofia, you seem to have a temperament for sales. I’ve got a position open if you’d like to transfer.”
Sofia adjusted the straps of her overalls. “Nah, I’m moving back to the city. I’ve done all I can here and now that I’m no longer contractually obligated to live in Desert Spell, I’m going back to the life I want. I appreciate the offer, though.”
Stefan went to extend his hand to shake Mel’s but his finger went right through the hole and ripped his shirt down the middle.
“We do have a dress code that you will have to abide by,” Mel said shaking his hand before coming to give me a basket of flower petals.
I leaned in close. “Stefan was going to try to sell you a hot air balloon charm that would help it run more efficiently.”
Mel nodded serenely. “I know. If he can do that, then there’s plenty of other things he can improve. Why buy one when I can buy them all? And if it breaks down, Stefan will be on-site to fix it. Also, now I don’t have to take care of the cursed coffee shop anymore. If Stefan cursed it, then he can take the curse away.”
She stepped back as Felix joined us.
“Lake, how does it feel to have your younger sister solve the murder?” I asked him.
Felix took out his tiny pot of beeswax and used it to add an extra twirl to his mustache. “Well Lake, it feels like I was the one to arrest him. So did you really solve it?”
I swiped his beeswax from him. “I’ll give this back when you admit I won.”
Felix reached into his pocket to grab another pot. “Not to worry, I have more. Ah, Kara! May I escort you someplace where we can discuss how I arrested a murderer?”
Kara, who had just arrived, winked at me under her pointed hat. “Yes, let’s go to Magic Brew so you can pay both Coral and I for stretch of truth.”
“I did arrest him!” Felix protested as he took Kara’s hand and they wandered away.
Rowan apprehensively looked below. “Coral, are you sure this is safe?”
“Stefan and Sofia made it, of course it is.”
Rowan gulped. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
I tossed the frozen poppy petals out the basket and they exploded, looking something like fireworks, before they could hit the ground.
Desert Spell grew smaller and more blurry the higher we flew. We floated across town, over Magic Brew, past City Hall. Rowan turned to me with one hand around my waist and the other gesturing to our magical town.
“See any other mysteries you want to solve?”
I didn’t have my binoculars on me, so I really couldn’t see anything. “Tons—and if I’m going to solve more cases than Felix, then I better get on it.”
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Epilogue


A Week Later

10:40 am

I was lost in thought as I stood in Magic Brew, gazing across the street at Breeze Charms. Amelia Rodriguez had decided to keep the name to honor Mason Johnson, since she inherited the shop from him. Amelia was setting up a banner with the opening date on it. 
Someone came up behind me. “You should smile more.”
Kara, who was behind the register, frowned. “You’re here for her coffee, not her smile. You should drop some coins in for that kind of talk.”
A tourist with bedhead and a sunburn outlining where he was wearing sunglasses stared at Kara, who was holding the tip jar before him. When she didn’t move or change her mind, the man reluctantly dropped a coin in the jar. Miniature fireworks exploded out and he yanked his hand back before he could get burned.
Kara adjusted her pointed hat and gave the tourist a sickly sweet smile. “Come again soon.”
The sunburned man left in a huff as Felix entered the coffee shop. His mustache was fluffy and out of sorts, and my older brother was clearly preoccupied.
When he saw Kara, he rubbed his hands through his hair, making it as messy as his ‘stache. “I can’t put my finger on it. Why won’t you tell me what’s going on?”
Kara’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”
“Kara, I’m a detective. I detect things. You’re keeping something from me.” Felix whipped Kara’s hat off her head. “What are you hiding under there. . . Oh. Beautiful, flowing locks. Well, then.”
Kara immediately jumped back, visibly startled.
Felix was the picture of regret. “I’m so sorry Kara, I didn’t mean—”
Kara waved her hand, trying to compose herself. “I know you didn’t. I just have had too many horrible things happen—I’m cursed.”
Felix wrapped her in a warm embrace. “How can that be?”
“Since my parents died, my aunt and I have moved at least twelve times. Everywhere we go, something awful happens. We’ve had houses burned down for no explicable reason, near-fatal accidents, you name it.
“When I heard about Desert Spell, I thought maybe we would be safe here. Aunt Joyce loved the idea of using magic to protect us.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Why do those things happen?”
Kara pulled a small rock out of her pocket. It was as smooth as a pebble, but when she handed it to me, the texture felt rough. “I don’t know, but every time something happens, I find one of these. That can’t be a coincidence.”
Felix eyed Kara warily. “So, you like me because of the protection I can offer you.”
Kara gave him a sad smile. “No, I like you because of your irresistible mustache.”
Felix took her hand and kissed it. “You’ll be safe here.”
The door opened as Rowan walked inside, closely followed by Raven. She flew to the counter and perched on the register, pressing the button that opened the cash box. “This is all mine, right?”
I closed the register and went over to the cauldron, stirring it to reveal the secret menu. A new potion had been added to the list—Raven’s Brew.
“It’s black coffee that makes the drinker feel a little grumpy, like they just woke up. All proceeds go directly to you.”
Raven rustled her feathers in delight. “This is going to be a big hit. It’s really going to turn this sleepy place around.”
“Sleepy? A man died here.”
“Shh! Don’t spread that around. Do you want to undo the magic of my new coffee success?”
Rowan laughed. “You couldn’t get me to try that brew for all the properties Mason Johnson left Amelia.”
That couldn’t be said for Joyce Wade, who suddenly strode into Magic Brew, throwing her oversized purse on the counter. She didn’t even look up from rummaging through it to find her wallet. “I hear there’s a new potion coffee, and I’ve got to try it.”
Raven was even more delighted than before. “You’re going to love it.”
I was brewing her coffee when I heard the door open once more. I turned around to see a rock hurtling at me, right at my face. I instinctively held my hand up to block it, but the rock stopped and hung in mid-air for a moment, before falling to the floor.
I glanced outside, but no one was there.
I bent down to pick up the rock, which appeared smooth until I felt it in my hand.
It was rough.
A shiver ran down my spine.
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Cozy up in a cabin by the fire with Kara and Felix as Coral solves Kara's mysterious past… and maybe another murder, too. Keep reading here!
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