
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Amanda Thompson 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

NO AI TRAINING: This publication’s copyright prevents its use in training AI for text generation, without exception. The author retains all rights to the licensing of this work for use in generative AI training and the development of machine learning language models.

Edited by: Ramona Mihai

Chapter Header Art by: Raymon M

Art Spread by: Jenelle Hovde

ISBN eBook:  978-1-964942-10-0 

ISBN Paperback:   978-1-964942-09-4 

ISBN Kickstarter Exclusive Hardcover:  978-1-964942-11-7 









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Asa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Asa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Asa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Asa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Asa
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        MJ
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        MJ and Asa on the Sofa 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  












To those who still believe in whispers, in love, and in the kind of magic you can’t always see.
 And to the first readers who lit a candle in Oak Glen—thank you for helping this journey begin. 










  
  









"We are all fools in love.”
 — Jane Austen


“Love is the voice under all silences, the hope which has no opposite in fear.”
 — e.e. cummings


“Things need not have happened to be true. Tales and dreams are the shadow-truths that will endure when mere facts are dust and ashes, and forgot.”
 — Neil Gaiman










  
  

Chapter 1

MJ





“One of you will be ours,” a voice hissed in the dark. 

“Will it be you, little seer?”

I shivered, even in sleep.

I couldn’t see anything. The darkness wasn’t normal—it was thick and suffocating, pressing in like it had weight and will.

“Soon,” the voice whispered, hot against my ear.

I jolted upright in bed, heart hammering, the bedsheets tangled around my legs as if I had fought them in my sleep. I’m clammy, nauseous, and freaked out.

Perfect way to start a Saturday.

I shove the covers off and stumble into the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face. It helps a little. At least the shaking is gone. But when I glance back into the bedroom, I swear I catch a shadow shifting by the window.

But that’s ridiculous. Shadows don’t move on their own. At least, not usually.

I shake it off and check the clock. My alarm’s not set to go off for another twenty minutes, but there’s no way I’m going back to sleep. I turn it off, make my bed out of habit, and hop into a quick shower to wash the dream off my skin.

It’s Farmers Market Day, after all. Rain or shine, spooky vision or not.

Still, I can’t shake the lingering dread curling in my gut.

After I dress, I pull my rune pouch from the shelf by the window. The sun hasn’t quite cleared the trees yet, and the sky has that soft, blue-gray glow that makes everything feel a little liminal. I whisper a quiet prayer to help center myself and ask for protection—just in case the dream wasn’t just a dream.

I’ve had the gift since I was thirteen, though “gift” might be a generous term. The visions started small—flashes of light, déjà vu that made my stomach turn. Over time, they grew sharper, louder. Now, if a vision is strong enough, it can knock me on my back. I’ve learned to manage it with grounding rituals and centering prayers—especially before a reading.

I don’t touch tarot. My mom does, and she’s amazing at it, but the cards and I never clicked. I stick with what works: rune stones, crystal ball readings, and occasionally scrying bowls. They’re old-school, but they’ve never let me down.

Normally, I wouldn’t read for myself. That’s the number one rule in psychic work: you can’t accurately see your own future. Too much noise, too much bias. But today? I just need a vibe check. Maybe a warning. Maybe... reassurance.

I shake the bag and let the stones fall onto the cloth.

The first one read: Shadow.

The second read: Warning.

The third read: Hope.

My stomach flips, and for a moment, it feels like I might be sick again. I stare at the stones, trying to make sense of them. Nothing about this is clear. The combination isn’t exactly comforting, but it’s not hopeless either.

If I had had more time, I’d meditate or pull out the crystal ball, but I need to leave soon to set up my booth. I pack the stones away and sling the pouch over my shoulder.

I had made it halfway down the stairs before my vision blurred.

Darkness swirled around me, curling across my skin like smoke—or snakes. It brushed my arms, my face, whispering promises I didn’t understand.

It was gone in an instant, but I had to grab the railing to steady myself.

Not how I wanted to start my weekend. But apparently, fate had other plans.


      [image: ]The morning was crisp, but the omen in my bones was colder. The rune reading I’d done for myself just before dawn still lingered, shadows curling like smoke at the edges of my vision. Its shape remained unseen, yet I knew it was a living thing. I had just finished setting up my booth at the Saturday Farmers Market in Oak Glen when a woman I didn’t recognize asked me, “Are you open for readings?”

“Of course!” I greeted her. “Hello, and welcome to my booth. I am MJ. What kind of reading would you like?”

The woman read the sign showing what I offered and frowned.

“Stones,” she answered dismissively as she looked around my booth. Daphne Murphy, my best friend, caught my eye behind the woman and rolled her eyes heavenward, but said nothing and kept unpacking the candles I was hoping to sell at that day’s market.

“Please,” I said, pointing to the nearby table. The woman sat, sighing. Oh goody!

The woman was attractive despite her deep scowl and frowning mouth. She was a beautiful blonde around my age, or maybe a few years older. Her back was straight and stiff. I could already tell she wouldn’t believe what I would say, but I would give her a reading anyway.

I arranged the stone reading before questioning the woman.

“What do you hope to gain from this reading?” I asked as I shook the bag that holds my stones. The stones have been in my mother’s family for generations and have served me well.

“What does this week hold for me?”

“Anything more specific?”

“Will I get the promotion I have been working towards?”

“Okay,” I said. “One or three stone reading?”

“Three,” she answered in a clipped tone.

“Okay,” I said, letting three stones fall from the bag.

I deciphered the stones, revealing each meaning: “Expect a promotion.” I smiled, hoping to soften her expression.

“No,” she snapped. “I need something concrete. A timeline. Details.”

I took a deep breath, exhaled, and placed the stones back in the bag. But this time, as I shook it, the velvet seemed heavier, like a brick. My fingers tightened around the drawstring as goosebumps rose along my arms. The runes tumbled out and landed with a dull finality that made my stomach turn.

Three stones. One cracked eye. A jagged line. The shadow.

“What?” I whispered, nausea rolling over me. The air chilled, sharp and electric.

“Excuse me? What is it?” the woman asked, voice edged with panic.

“Danger,” I breathed. “Something wicked is about to strike.”

My vision blurred. For a moment, I wasn’t in the booth.I saw trees snapping in high winds, a sky turned slate gray, power lines falling like marionette strings. Darkness. Cold. Silence.But the weather forecast had said light rain—no high winds, no storm warnings.The forecast was wrong. Or maybe it just hadn’t caught what I was seeing.

“It’s not real! You’re a fraud!” she snapped, but still threw money on the table before storming off.

I blinked. She didn’t believe a word I said, but apparently felt obligated to pay anyway—probably so she could feel morally superior when she complained about me later.

“Ah, yes, the dulcet tones of another happy customer,” Daphne joked behind me. “I could singe her hair if you want?” And as an elemental witch, she could.

“No, it’s fine,” I murmured, picking up the stones. My hands were still trembling. The whispering hadn’t stopped.

It shall all be ours, I heard on the wind. My heart dropped.

These stones had been in my family for generations. They’d whispered truths to my mother, to my grandmother. But this—this felt different. This time, the danger transcended mere display; it interacted with something vividly alive and responsive. 

Everyone else might trust the forecast. But I’d seen what’s really coming.

Most people don’t believe in the supernatural, and as a seer, or as some call me, a psychic, I am one of the most doubted types. Daphne, as an elemental witch, could sway people to believe her by using her magic. Most of us supernaturals won’t do that because we don’t want to live everyday being scrutinized. Daphne has that in abundance already. Supernatural beings populate this area, most electing obscurity or mythical status.

“Good morning, MJ!” Mr. McAllister called from the next stall, his face splitting into a grin. “Rough customer?”

“Not exactly,” I stammered, pocketing the woman’s money.

“Nipsey’s going to be a mama soon,” he continued, pride in his voice. “Annie’s got samples for you—she’s experimenting again.”

“Oh, wonderful,” I said and smiled despite myself. “Tell her I’m ready for whatever visions her soaps bring this time.”

“You remind me of our daughter, Joan. Too bad she lives in Montana now or you would have a best friend there,” Mr. McAllister said just as my actual best friend, Daphne Murphy, entered my booth. She had her red hair in a long braid down her back. As if wearing her hair in a bland style would take away from her beauty. 

“Are you giving away my position, Mr. McAllister?” Daphne asked with a friendly smile to join our conversation.

“No! Of course not, Miss Murphy. I would never do such a thing,” he blurted. “You ladies have a good day!” he said with a bit of a panic and began walking back to his truck. 

Daphne frowned at his retreating back but asked me, “Will anyone in this town give me a shot?”  

“They will,” I answered her. “Just give it time.” I have seen it, the entire community being thankful for Daphne, but she has asked me not to share any details, and I will respect that. If only the vague mumbles and shadows I get when I try to read sometimes would stop.  

I had finished unloading a box of pink romance candles—my biggest sellers, no matter the time of year. The ladies of Oak Glen loved them. Supposedly, they invoked feelings of love and togetherness—though I always reminded people they weren’t love spells. They just helped you open your heart a little wider. 

I was almost positive that the two babies due this year were thanks to my post-Valentine’s Day sale. Daphne was unloading a box of Earth candles. She gravitated to the brown ones whenever I had a new batch, which hurt because I knew it revealed what she was lacking: security, dependability, and wisdom. Being the daughter of Joseph “King Joe” Murphy wasn’t easy. The notoriety was the hardest part for her. People knew of her dad, and that was enough reason for them to give her a wide berth.  

“Girl, do all of your visions come true?” she asked with a sly grin. “Because if so, how about you see one of us with ‘Hot Doc?’” She laughed.  

I moved on to the wax melts and oils display, trying to decide how to answer her question.  

“Most, not all. Sometimes other circumstances, choices, and things can change the outcome of something I’ve seen,” I answered.  

“Okay, but what about the doctor? Do you have any visions of him?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows.  

“No, I haven’t,” I told her truthfully. “But—”  

“Good morning, girls,” Mrs. McAllister greeted us, coming into my booth. “I have new samples,” she said joyously, with a big grin.  

“Good morning, Mrs. McAllister,” we both greeted her back.  

“I’m glad you’re here today, Daphne. I have had something for you since I was in Montana on your birthday,” Mrs. McAllister said sweetly. “Here are the samples! A nice, sweet honey vanilla for Daphne and a warm chamomile for MJ. I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere, Daphne,” she said, and then scurried away.  

Daphne and I watched her go, and I smiled at my guarded friend.  

“She’s a rare gem,” Daphne said, so only I would hear.  

“That she is,” I replied, putting my soap sample into my mini backpack.  

When Mrs. McAllister came back, she handed a small box to Daphne and waited for her to open it.  

“I hope you like the color,” Mrs. McAllister said nervously.  

Daphne unboxed a pale pink tissue-covered item. She handed me the tissue paper, and inside the box was a lilac scarf with dark purple and teal butterflies on it.  

“Thank you, it’s beautiful,” Daphne said with a big grin. “I love it.”  

“Good. The moment I saw it at the boutique, I knew it was meant for you,” Mrs. McAllister replied.  

“Thank you. I hope you know you didn’t have to get me anything,” Daphne told her.  

“Of course, but everyone should be spoiled a bit, especially on their birthday,” Mrs. McAllister said with a grin. “I hope you girls have a good turnout today. I have to go help Jon finish our setup.”  

“Thank you for the sample. Here’s a box of tea lights—they have this base that floats,” I told Mrs. McAllister and handed her the box.  

“You know how I like to soak in the tub when I get stressed,” she said with a smile.  

I smiled back. “I do.”  

Anne McAllister laughed. “Thank you. Have a good day, girls.” She waved her free hand and went to her booth.  

Daphne put the scarf on. I appreciated my friend and was grateful for her help. I also knew she needed a moment to gather herself.  

“You saw something with her, didn’t you?” Daphne asked.  

“I did. The next stress headache she has, there’s going to be a storm that causes a power outage. You’ll end up with a headache too. I have a box of candles for you—I don’t want you breaking a toe.” I smirked and tossed her the box of votives.  

She laughed as she picked up the box. “A broken toe, huh?”  

“Yep,” I answered and set up my payment table.  

“Who broke a toe?” a deep voice asked from the front of my booth.  

It’s him. The “Hot Doc,” as Daphne calls him, or “Doctor Hawt,” as I secretly refer to him—Doctor Asa Hawke.  

“Hello, no one is going to break a toe, thanks to my girl here. She saw that happening with the next storm and is preventing it with her magnificent candles,” Daphne told him cheerily.  

“Ah, yes, the fortune teller. Keeping the townsfolk in suspense?” he asked with a slight smile, but my heart dropped.

I didn’t want him to know I was bothered by what he said, so I smirked and told Doctor Hawke, “Someone has to. An aspirin and a shot won’t fix everything.”

Asa raised an eyebrow at me, with the same steady, measuring look he always gave me. But this time, his gaze lingered a fraction longer.

“Science is more dependable than shadows and smoke,” he said, but something flickered across his face—gone before I could name it. Doubt? No. Not him.

“Is there something we can help you with?” Daphne asked him politely, intervening on my behalf.

I moved toward the back of the booth and sifted through some of the older candles I could mark down to make room for the new seasonal ones I’d start making on Monday. Asa said it like he was teasing, but there was that look again—like he was cataloging my nonsense for later.

“Yes, I like supporting local businesses, and I believe my receptionist’s birthday is next week. Is there a candle or something you would recommend?” he asked her. Completely forgetting I exist the next second.

Daphne started telling him about the different candles I had on sale, describing the various scents and their meanings. But I know his receptionist, Jolene. She’s a regular at my shop. She has two small boys and a large dog, so she avoids candles and likes the wax melts. I started selecting her favorite scents and laid them on the table in front of Daphne and Doctor Hawke.  

“Jolene loves the mocha. Her boys love these two woodsy scents because they remind them of their grandpa, who they lost last year. Her husband likes the ocean mist scent. Oh, and I have some of the cotton and lilac since she prefers those too,” I said, and then went back to sorting out the last of the summer scents.  

“Thank you,” Asa called a few minutes later, after Daphne finished checking him out.  

“You’re welcome,” I called back, but he was already gone.  

“Girl, you have it bad.” Daphne laughed at me.  

I rolled my eyes at her. “Hush and help me sell out the last of the summer stock.”  

“On it,” she said from the front of the booth. “Hello! We have a special on candles. Did you know there’s going to be a big storm in the next couple of weeks?” Daphne asked a couple walking by.  

I smiled at my friend’s back because she’s a loyal friend. She understands we all have boundaries, but she’s also a killer saleswoman. She turned around, saw me watching her, smiled, and led the couple she’d caught the attention of to the summer candles. 


      [image: ]“MJ, do you know if the shop is offering a sale for Black Friday?” Tabitha, my part-time clerk, asked me.  

“I’m not sure. Do you think we should offer one?” I asked. Tabitha has been a wonderful addition to my team, and as a student in business and marketing, she always has ideas on how to improve sales at my shop and booth.  

“Yes!” she exclaimed excitedly. “You could mark down the fall scents and the winter oils. Do a ‘buy one, or buy two, get one free’ type thing. I know those don’t always sell well, so maybe an offer like that will entice buyers.”  

I smiled at her and said, “You’ve really put thought into this. Have you considered any marketing for the sale?”  

She grinned and pulled her laptop from the cubby under the checkout counter. “I just might.”  

I laughed and put the broom away to join her behind the counter.  

“Okay, this is the mockup of a flyer that could be mailed out to customers,” she said, displaying a bright postcard layout to me. My store’s logo, hours, and contact information were on one side, and the other listed the deals, along with photos of some of our merchandise.  

“I like it, but can we order the postcards and get them in time to affix the addresses before Thanksgiving?” I asked, concerned.  

“Yes! There’s a new print shop near my university, and they’ve agreed to a discount on the postcards, flyers, and signs if we order everything through them.”  

“You thought ahead.” I chuckled. “Good job. What else do you have?”  

Tabitha glowed with that bit of praise. “Here’s everything I laid out,” she said.  

With a couple of clicks, I saw thumbnails of flyers, window display signs, and small tabletop signs.  

“And how much would all of this cost?” I asked, wondering if it would fit into my marketing budget.  

She turned her laptop around, clicked a couple more times, and said, “Here’s the email with the breakdown and total.”  

She turned the laptop back so I could read it. I realized I could afford it.  

“Is that correct?” I asked.  

“Yes, I called to verify that it’s an accurate quote.”  

“Let’s do it,” I told her.  

“Really?” she asked, disbelieving.  

“Yes.”  

“Great! I’m emailing them back now,” she said, turning her laptop around and typing quickly.  

“Thank you. Give them the store’s email for invoicing,” I told her as I grabbed the broom again to finish sweeping. I’d already dusted and wiped down the glass counters and windows. With only a couple of hours left before closing, I was glad the shop looked good.  

“Do you have the front?” I asked. “I’m going to work in my office for a while.”  

“Sure thing, boss,” she said merrily.  

My shop has a great layout: a spacious storefront with an office, breakroom, restroom, and a workshop in the back. On a quiet Tuesday like today, I’m grateful to have Tabitha to run the front while I catch up on paperwork and plan new scents. I wanted to experiment with some Christmas scents, even though it’s the beginning of October.  

I had almost completed the September invoices, bills, and taxes and had planned to practice with a couple of scents when Tabitha knocked on the open doorway of my office.  

“MJ, there’s a delivery person at the front who requires your signature,” she informed me with a perplexed expression.  

A frown creased my face. I had ordered nothing in quite some time.

“I’ll be right there,” I said after saving all my documents. I closed the office door behind me, a safety habit ingrained by my father. Things happen, and as he always says, too much curiosity can be a computer’s downfall.

When I entered the front of the shop, I saw a delivery man with a parcel company’s logo across his shirt.  

“How can I help you?” I asked him.  

“Are you Morgan Jane Andrews?” he asked impatiently.  

Offering my best customer service smile, I answered, “I am.”  

“An ID is required,” he stated.  

I returned to the office, grabbed my mini backpack, and fished out my wallet. After showing him my driver’s license, he handed me a digital signature pad.  

“Sign here,” he said, then added flatly, “please.”  

“Do you know what this is for?” I asked him.  

“No. It’s part of our privacy policy, and whoever sent it paid for extra-secure shipping,” he answered, taking the digital pad and thrusting a small, sealed envelope at me.  

“Have a good day,” he called over his shoulder as he quickly marched for the door.  

“Thank you. You too,” I replied, though I doubt he heard me.  

“Do you know what it might be?” Tabitha asked, whispering. “Have you had a vision?”

We don’t talk about my visions often. They’re unpredictable and sometimes overwhelming—but lately, they’ve been coming more often. Stronger, too. I don’t know whether that should scare me.  

“No, I haven’t,” I replied, opening the envelope. Inside was a small box, like one for a necklace or bracelet. What caught my attention, though, was the letter-sized envelope beneath it. I recognized the handwriting at once: my grandmother’s.  

“Are you going to open the box?” Tabitha asked, curious.  

“Not until I read the letter. It’s from my Grams,” I replied and carefully opened it.  

“The one who’s a seer too?”  

“Yes.” I began reading.  

The letter read:  

My dearest Raven Girl,  

I saw you are next in the family to have this locket. Be careful and treat it well.  

Make sure you are alone and safe the first time you touch it. It will help you, but it may also feel like a curse.  

I love you, my Raven Girl. Remember to hold on to your hope.  

Love always,  

Grams.  

“What the? Huh?” I mumbled, flipping the letter over. Nothing more.  

“Is something wrong?” Tabitha asked.  

“I don’t think so. My grandmother sent this, but she was very cryptic about it,” I replied.  

“Oh, okay. Do you want to open the box now?”  

“No.” I chuckled. “That’s what she was being the most cryptic about. Grams always believed I’d be the best psychic in the family. This is something to help with that.”  

“Ah. My Mimi does that too,” Tabitha said with a laugh. “She writes half the instructions and just hands you the thing. I guess we’re supposed to hope for the best.”  

“Exactly,” I agreed.  

From the back pocket of my jeans, my phone blasted “Mrs. Rita” by the Gin Blossoms—my mother’s ringtone.  

A sly smile played on Tabitha’s lips as I answered the phone.   

“Hey Mom, what’s up?” I asked.  

“Nothing much, but Grams won a passage for a year-long cruise,” she deadpanned.  

“Wait, when did this happen?” I asked, holding the letter.

“I’m unsure, but she’s letting your brother stay at her place while she’s gone.”  

Although my mom couldn’t see me, I smiled. Only one brother could be there. “That’ll be good for Jeremy, you know? Give him some breathing room.”  

“Wait until you have children, MJ. Then you’ll understand how hard it is to let the last one go.”  

“Yes, Mom,” I replied. I’m twenty-eight—turning twenty-nine in January—but my mom already had Jason, Jessica, and me by the time she was my age. She had Justin at thirty-one and Jeremy, the baby, at thirty-three.  

“I could take a peek into your future,” she offered.  

“No, thank you, Mom. I’ll figure out my life on my own.”Is it so wrong to want my life to unfold naturally? To let it surprise me instead of mapping it all out with a deck or a vision? I already see enough. Sometimes I just want something to be mine—unknown, unpredictable, and real.  

“All right.” She sighed. “I still need to inform Jess and Jason,” she mumbled. “I’m excited for her, but nervous too.”  

“I’m sure she will be fine, although I understand your concerns. Love you.”  

“I hope so. Love you too.”  

When the call ended, I locked my phone screen, slid it back into my pocket, and looked at the small box on the counter in front of me.  

“Is everything okay?” Tabitha whispered.  

“Yes, Grams won tickets for a year-long cruise,” I answered.  

“That’s amazing!”

“It is,” I replied, though my tone wasn’t convincing.  

“You don’t sound thrilled about it,” she pointed out.  

“No, I am. It’s just ... My grandmother isn’t a spring chicken. She’s eighty-four. I’m just worried about her.”

Tabitha chuckled. “Your Grams is eighty-four in number only. That woman is in better shape than I am.”  

I laughed. “Same.”  

When I lifted the box, I was happily surprised that nothing happened.  

“You can head out. I’ll close the shop tonight,” Tabitha offered.  

“Thank you. I’ll take you up on that,” I said with a smile. “Have a good night, Tabitha.”  

“You too, MJ.”  

I grabbed my mini backpack and car keys from my office and exited through the back door. Behind the shop lie only a couple of parking spaces, a dumpster, and an employee access alley shared by Main and First Street businesses.

As I stepped outside, a chill ran down my spine. I felt like someone—or something—was watching me. The back lot was empty, but the chill in the air deepened. It was sharp and unnatural. The kind of chill that settles into your bones when death is near. I scanned the alley. Nothing. Just the dumpster and the quiet hum of the town beyond. Then I heard it. A whisper, faint as a sigh but sharp enough to cut: It shall all be ours. 

Terror gripped so strongly I couldn’t move, despite my instincts screaming for me to run. I couldn’t run though, not until I saw it. A shadow in the alley’s corner where the dumpster sits, darker than what should have been visible to me. With a blink, it was gone, as if it was never there. With my heart thudding in my chest, I climbed into my car quickly and locked the doors. I waited a few moments just to be sure that everything was fine. Then I reversed out of my space and drove home.

I had forgotten about the small box because it fell to the bottom of my bag—waiting for what seemed like the worst possible time to resurface. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Asa





“The Oak Glen Preservation Society wants to know if you’ll be in the next bachelor auction,” Jolene, my receptionist, informed me as we went over the day’s correspondence between patients. 

“Again? Didn’t I just do one? And why do they have so many bachelor auctions in this small town?” I asked only slightly frustrated. 

Jolene cackled. “You’re handsome, single, and an actual good guy. Those ladies won’t stop until you’re no longer on the market.”  

Great. I’ve lived in Oak Glen for four years since my last relationship ended—and it was a disaster.  

“Are you looking to come off the market?” Jolene asked with calculated inquisitiveness.  

“No, not really. But desperate times call for desperate measures.” I sighed. 

“I’m seeing why you’re still single,” a new voice added to our conversation. We both looked over, and it was the redhead from the candle booth I’d seen over the weekend.  

Jolene blinked. “Miss Murphy, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were stopping by today.”  

“It’s fine, Jolene. I just wanted to schedule a checkup, but I’m rethinking that,” the redhead answered, a touch of disdain in her tone.  

“Oh, don’t let his very rare grumpiness discourage you. What is it you’re wanting to be seen for?”  

“Headaches. I think it’s my allergies, but in my mom’s family, there’s a history of other issues.”  

“What issues?” I asked.  

“Migraines. And my mom died from a cerebral aneurysm when I was sixteen.”  

“Oh, that’s not good.”  

“Do you get headaches often?” I asked at once, switching into doctor mode.  

“Not really, no,” she replied with a frown.  

“Any recent life changes? Feeling stressed?”  

“Yes, and yes,” she answered flatly.  

“Okay, if you have a moment, I can do a quick consult,” I offered.  

“Really?” she asked disbelievingly.  

Jolene smiled at her, pulling out the tablet we used for appointments and patient records from its charging dock.  

“Room 2,” I told Jolene. She nodded and began asking Miss Murphy questions.  

“What’s your birthday, Miss Murphy?”  

“Daphne, please,” she replied—so friendly that I got the distinct impression her only issue in the office was me. 

Daphne was beautiful—fiery red hair, sharp wit. She was exactly the kind of woman I’d sworn off after Erica left me at the altar for my best man. That disaster was four years ago, yet it feels like a lifetime, and some lessons refuse to fade. 

Hence why I sold my practice and moved to Oak Glen.  

It’s been four years. I forgave them a few years ago, but... Maybe if I’d been more open, things wouldn’t have fallen apart.

Dating has not been something I’ve been open to. A few dates, not counting the auctions, have happened. But there’s never been a spark, no chemistry, nothing to make me want a second date. And the common factor in all those situations is me.  

“Doctor Hawke is a good man and a great doctor,” I heard Jolene say to Daphne quietly as they came down the hallway.  

“Uh-huh, sure. I have a hard time liking anyone when they’ve hurt my best friend,” Daphne responded.  

I leaned closer to the door, curious about this best friend. Was she one of the few women I’d been on a date with?  

They started moving again, but I could easily picture Jolene with one hand on her hip, fixing Daphne with a spirited glare as she said, “Asa is human and capable of hurting someone, just like any of us. But I doubt he would do it on purpose. Who’s this best friend—one of the bachelor auction winners?”  

I froze. Had I accidentally hurt someone?  

Daphne snorted. “No, MJ wouldn’t do that. She’s sadly not that confident. But Doctor Hawke was so kind when he visited her booth this past weekend.”  

Oh, the candlemaker. I tried to recall what she looked like. Long black hair, maybe?  

“You mean he hurt sweet little MJ? How?” Jolene asked, venom in her voice. Does my employee care about the candle shop owner? It’s probably her love for the underdog.

“She saw me breaking my toe in the storm that’s supposed to be coming. And he shot her down—with his disbelief.”  

I did not; I shouted internally. 

“He didn’t.” Jolene gasped, her tone more forceful than I’d expected. Her words surprised me—not because of what she said, but because her expression made it clear. She was telling the truth. Jolene wasn’t just concerned with managing my office. She believed in MJ. Her loyalty wasn’t just professional; it was personal. And for the first time, I realized that in Oak Glen, believing in MJ wasn’t the odd thing—it was the opposite. Maybe the believers outweighed the skeptics.

“He did. But to be fair, most people don’t believe what she says anyway.”  

A psychic. Right—everyone in town already knew that. I’d dismissed it as harmless small-town eccentricity. Quirky branding for her candle business, maybe.

But Jolene’s tone just now—calm, certain, almost protective—it wasn’t the tone of someone humoring a town oddity.

And Daphne wasn’t exactly laughing it off either.

Maybe I’d been wrong to assume MJ was the only one who believed in what she did. That surprised me more than the label ever had.  

I smiled at them both. “All right, let’s figure out what’s causing your headaches,” I said, hoping neither realized I’d been eavesdropping.  
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“Yes. All your scans and labs are normal,” I answered. “But if it gets worse, come back and see me.”  

“Will do, Doc,” she replied blandly before ending the call.  

I shook my head in frustration. I still couldn’t get her comment about her friend out of my mind. After Daphne left yesterday, I’d gotten an earful from Jolene about the many virtues of this MJ.  

“MJ has been a tremendous help to revitalizing the community!”  

“MJ is a good example to the young girls of Oak Glen because she runs her own store and a booth at the Farmer’s Market!”  

“MJ volunteered at my boy’s school multiple times last school year!”  

So, I decided to meet her for myself. What MJ was like. 

What woman goes by such a nickname? She’s an adult, and can go by any name she wants, but MJ? It sounds so juvenile. 

Trying to get back on my receptionist’s good side, I planned on going by her friend’s shop before heading home for the evening.  

“Did you reach out to Miss Murphy?” Jolene asked me in a clipped voice.   

“I did. She seemed perplexed by the test results,” I explained. “Almost like she wanted something to be wrong.”   

“Really? That’s not how I would describe her,” Jolene replied.  

“Oh?” I asked. “And how would you describe her?”   

“I think it was more that she was afraid something was wrong,” Jolene suggested thoughtfully. “Maybe what you’re seeing as being upset was more like relief. Remember, she lost her mother to an aneurysm.”   

“That’s something I’m not likely to forget,” I responded.  

“Do you have anything planned for this weekend?” Jolene asked, though her tone suggested she was just making conversation to be polite.   

“I do. My first stop will be the candle shop.”   

“Oh,” she said, clearly surprised by my answer.   

“Yes,” I replied grudgingly. “I feel like I should apologize to Daphne’s friend if I offended her. And if we are supposed to get that storm, it wouldn’t hurt to have a few more candles—just in case.”   

“Well, that’s true,” Jolene agreed. “And MJ always has some of the best scented candles. She has beautiful unscented ones, too, for those who prefer them.”   

“That’s good to know. Thank you.”   

“Well, have a good rest of your weekend, boss. I’ll see you Monday morning.”   

“You too, Jolene. You too.”   

I had finished up the week’s paperwork, sent out prescription renewals to the pharmacies, and locked up the office. I had liked Oak Glen. I had liked the community, the togetherness, the warmth. It differed greatly from what I had left behind four years ago. 

On my phone, I typed in the candle shop’s name—Mystic Wick and Whimsy. I remembered it from the banner at her booth last weekend. It was only a couple of streets over. The evening was nice enough, even though fall was trying to sink its claws into everything. I risked walking. I passed by one of my favorite restaurants, a pizzeria that, ironically, had the best cheeseburgers in town. I decided that once I was done at the candle shop, I would return to Michelangelo’s for a satisfying dinner.   

As I walk past a clothing boutique, the owner waves to me as she locks up for the evening. I pulled out my phone again. According to the search, Mystic Wick and Whimsy will be open for at least another hour. I hope I’m not keeping MJ—honestly, what a ridiculous name—from any plans. Jolene would never forgive me for that.   

I pause outside the shop to take in the window displays. Someone had set up one side like an old-fashioned fortune-teller booth you’d see at the circus. Cute. And very on-brand if she believes she’s an actual fortune-teller.  

On the other side is a display of fall-themed candles—deep reds, oranges, and yellows—set among stones and what looks like a giant glass ball. Wait, no ... is that a crystal ball? She is really into the fortune-telling thing.  

I open the door and walk in, half-expecting to be smacked in the face by the overwhelming scent of incense. But there’s nothing. If anything, the shop is tasteful, welcoming, and warm.   

A young woman at the counter greets me cheerfully. “Welcome! I’m Tabitha, the clerk here at Mystic Wick and Whimsy. Is there anything I can assist you with today? We’re having a sale on our unscented candles—buy one, get one free.”   

“Oh, really? And why is that?” I asked genuinely curious.  

“That’s because my boss—MJ—saw there’s going to be a big storm this weekend.” She leans closer, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “And since a good bit of town will probably lose power, she doesn’t feel right selling candles at full price when people are going to need them. She’s such a sweetie.”   

“Thank you, Tabitha, but I think I can assist Dr. Hawke,” a voice said from behind Tabitha.   

She steps around the counter, and there she is. The woman with the long black hair and the ridiculous childhood nickname. 

“So, you know who I am,” I said with a chuckle and a self-deprecating grin.  

“I do. There are only three doctors in all of Oak Glen, and the other two are older than my father. It’s easy to recognize you.” 

“I see,” I replied. She won’t quite meet my eye. So, I offended her. 

“Are you here for candles?” She asked, taking a deep breath and forcing herself to look at me. 

“I am. Apparently, we’re going to have a big storm.” 

She smirks, just slightly. “We are.” 

“Let me guess—you saw me coming today?” 

“No,” she said, scrunching her nose. “Why would you think that?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. I seem to remember you predicting your friend would break her toe.”  

“That I saw. And I hope she takes my advice and avoids that hot bubble bath.” 

I can’t help but laugh. “Oh, yeah?” 

“Yeah. If she takes that bath during the storm, the power will go out, and she could break her toe on the counter.” 

“That would be unfortunate.” 

“It keeps you in business, though,” she quipped. 

“I’m in the business of removing casts, not adding them. And you only get tape for a toe.” 

“Would you like to browse, or do you need a recommendation?”  

“I’ll browse,” I replied. 

“Okay. Come see me when you’re done.” 

She nods to Tabitha and walks away to a table in the back corner of the shop. There’s only one other chair available—part of her fortune-telling setup most likely. 

Someone meticulously organized the shop, yet it keeps a whimsical, cozy atmosphere. Twinkling lights overhead add to the charm. One candle caught my eye. The card next to it reads: For Inner Peace.  

The candle is a soft shade of blue, and the scent is calming with notes of lavender and something I can’t quite place. I close my eyes and inhale again. MJ knows her stuff. 

“Would you like a basket?” Tabitha’s voice chimes perkily from nearby. 

“Sure,” I answered, holding out my hand. 

“Great! Here you go!” She hands me a basket with a practiced smile before retreating to the counter. 

I added the Inner Peace candle and continued browsing. Near the front of the store, I spot the unscented candles—an entire shelf of them, neatly arranged. That explains why the shop didn’t reek of overpowering fragrance when I walked in. Clever.  

I grab a few of the unscented candles—buy one, get one free—and glance over my selections. With a basket half full, I make my way to the back of the room where MJ sits.  

“Did you find everything you need?” she asked, looking up from her table. 

“Possibly,” I replied. 

“Oh?” Her brow lifts. “Is there something else you’re looking for?” 

“Yeah. I think I owe you an apology.” 

Her head jerks slightly in surprise, and for a moment, she looks like she might jump out of her seat. “Why would you think that?” 

“Only something your friend Daphne Murphy said.” 

Her expression shifted to nervousness. “What ... what did she say?” 

“Only that I didn’t give you the benefit of the doubt—that you are a seer. And that I hurt your feelings by doubting you.”

“Oh, no. It’s okay. I’m used to that.”

MJ shrugged it off—too quickly—too easily. She hides behind her playful smile, but I glimpsed something else in her eyes—a flicker of something like resignation. She’s used to people not believing her. The thought doesn’t sit right with me. What kind of person gets used to people not believing them? 

“So,” I said, trying to lighten the tension, “is this where you do your fortune-telling?” I nodded toward the small table. 

“Not really,” she said, though a faint smile tugged at her lips. “Except on certain occasions.” 

“I see.” 

“Why? Would you like a reading?” She challenged, the smile turning into a grin. 

“Trying to make me less of a skeptic?” I teased back. 

“Oh, no.” She shook her head, blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “I don’t think you’d believe a single thing I have to say.” 

“Really?” 

“Yep.” 

I pause for a moment, considering, then surprise myself as I say, “I accept your challenge.” 

Her grin widens. “Oh?” 

I pulled out the chair across from her and set my basket on the floor beside me. “What kind of reading will you give?”  

“What kind are you wanting?” she asked, resting her hands on the table. “Rune stone or crystal ball?” 

Her eyes hold a mischievous glint. They’re a beautiful shade of blue—almost unnervingly so, like she knows something I don’t. 

“Dealer’s choice,” I said with a slight grin. 

“Alright. Let me see your hand.” 

I offered it to her, expecting her to study my palm, but she gave it a quick shake before releasing it. “I’ll do a crystal ball reading.” 

“Oh, let me grab it for you!” Tabitha called out from across the shop, clearly eavesdropping on our conversation. 

“That’s okay, Tabitha. Never mind—” MJ began, but Tabitha had already disappeared into the back room. 

“Does she do that often?” I asked, half amused. 

“Do what?” 

“Not listen to what you’re saying.” 

MJ sighed, rubbing her temple. “No, she’s very good at following orders. I think it’s just that you’re making her nervous.” 

“Me?” I raised my eyebrows. “I’m making her nervous?” 

“Yes, you,” MJ replied, giving me a pointed look. 

Before I could respond, Tabitha reappeared, cradling a crystal ball and a stand in her arms. “Here you go, MJ!” she chirped, placing them carefully on the table between us. 

“Thank you, Tabitha,” MJ said, her voice tinged with resignation. 

Tabitha hovers for a moment longer than necessary before retreating to the front of the shop. 

“Past, present, or future, Dr. Hawke?” MJ asked, placing the crystal ball on its stand and adjusting it. 

“What?” 

“What would you like me to focus on? Your past, present, or future?” 

I hesitated for a moment. “Present.” 

“Alright,” she said, leaning forward and staring into the crystal ball. Her brows furrow slightly as her gaze sharpens. “You’re ... thinking about a cheeseburger.” 

“What?” I blinked, taken aback. 

“You’re planning to go to Michelangelo’s—the best pizzeria in all of Oak Glen—for a cheeseburger when you leave here. And you’ll enjoy it immensely.” 

I couldn’t say anything because ... she was not wrong. That’s exactly what I planned to do. It’s not my fault Michelangelo’s has the best burger in town. 

“Okay,” I conceded, still surprised. “Future, then.” 

She smiled faintly, then returned her gaze to the ball. Her expression shifted, the smile fading as her brows furrowed. She tilted her head, staring deeper into the crystal ball.

“Interesting...”

“What?” I asked, trying not to sound skeptical.

“It’s ... shadows,” she murmured, her voice quieter now. “I’m not getting anything else.”

“So, you can’t see my future?” I teased, trying to lighten the mood.

She looked up at me, her eyes sharper than before. “Not at this moment.”

Something about the way she said it made the back of my neck prickle.

“A likely excuse,” I said lightly. 

Her gaze flickers up to mine, and she hesitates. “Something from your past, then?” she offers. “If you think of a memory, sometimes I can see it.” 

“Alright,” I agreed, intrigued despite myself. I close my eyes and focus on one of my happiest childhood memories—my little league team winning state. 

MJ’s soft laughter pulled me back. “You were one of the Tiny Cardinals that won state?” 

My eyes snap open. “You saw that?” 

She grinned. “Oh yeah. My older brother still hates you for that. He was one of the Penguins—you know, the team you beat.” 

“Huh,” I said, genuinely surprised. “So, you saw that?” 

“Yep.” 

“And you didn’t know that before?” 

“Nope,” she replied. “Sorry, Dr. Hawke, but the only thing I knew about you before now is that you’re single and a doctor.” 

“And you know I’m single?” 

She shrugged. “You’re not wearing a ring, and you’ve been auctioned off in a few bachelor auctions for the betterment of Oak Glen.” 

She’s got me there.

“Well, you’re not wrong,” I admitted.

She gave me a calm look, one that felt like it was meant to dismiss me. “Do you want me to see anything else?” 

“No, I think that’s all,” I said, standing up and grabbing my basket. 

Her lips curved into a small, almost sad smile. “I was right, though.” 

“Right about what?” I asked, pausing. 

“You still don’t believe.” 

I laughed lightly, trying to keep things from feeling too heavy. “Guess not.”

I didn’t need to believe in visions to explain what happened. She probably made a lucky guess. Or she’d overheard something. People talk—especially in small towns.

But even as I thought it, the memory of her voice, the certainty in her eyes, lodged somewhere I couldn’t shake.

I made my way to the counter, where Tabitha was already waiting. 

Tabitha gives me a look that says she’s heard this all before, but it’s not the look I’m used to from most people. It’s one that says, ‘I know she’s right, and you’re just too stubborn to see it.’

“Thank you for shopping at Mystic Wick and Whimsy,” Tabitha said stiffly. “Please come again.” 

“I’m sure I will,” I replied as I handed over my items and let her ring them up.  

The total is fair, and I handed her my card before glancing back toward the table where MJ still sits. She’s watching me with that calm, knowing expression—like she sees something I don’t. It’s unsettling. 

Tabitha handed me my bag, her voice as chilly as her smile. “Have a good evening, Dr. Hawke.” 

“You too,” I replied, though she’d already turned her attention to something else. 
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