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To my favorite branches of my family tree: 

Mom, Corey, and Sam

 

Previously, in Pawsitively Poisonous … 



Edgehill, Oregon is home to a large population of friendly stray cats, the annual Here and Meow Festival, and Amber Blackwood, resident witch. Except no one in town knows that the curious items in her shop, The Quirky Whisker, are more than just clever toys and organic tinctures—they’re crafted with magic. 


Descended from two families of witches, Amber and her estranged cousin, Edgar, are Edgehill’s only magical residents. When Amber and her sister Willow were teenagers, their parents died in a mysterious house fire. The tragedy was declared an accident, but Amber suspects her parents may have been murdered, victims of a fire set intentionally by a member of the cursed Penhallow witch clan. 


Now an adult, Amber is comfortable in her routine life—that is, until the arrival of the town’s new police chief. Even three years later, Chief Owen Brown is as suspicious of her as he was from day one. Amber knows he’s unaware that she’s a witch, but he clearly senses something … different about her.


So, when Melanie Cole, Amber’s closest friend in Edgehill, is found poisoned with a vial of Amber’s sleep tonic clutched in her hand, the chief is quick to suspect Amber. Soon, however, it’s revealed the vial contained nothing but natural sleep remedies. 


As the case proves more and more difficult for the chief to solve, especially once Amber’s name is crossed off the short suspect list, the pair fall into an uneasy alliance. The chief is feeling the pressure to solve the homicide of one of Edgehill’s beloved residents, and Amber is desperate to figure out who might be trying to frame her. The alliance, in part, is based on the chief’s belief that Amber’s odd behavior, and her tendency to know things she shouldn’t, is due to psychic abilities. Amber allows the misconception, as it gives her closer access to information that will help her find Melanie’s killer. 


Digging into Melanie’s past reveals she was having an affair with long-term Edgehill resident Derrick Sadler. A chance encounter between Amber and Derrick’s daughter, Sydney, a child prodigy in fashion design, reveals that Whitney, Derrick’s wife, lied about her alibi the day of Melanie’s death. Whitney knew about the affair, giving her both motive and opportunity.


Thanks in part to Amber’s sleuthing, the chief is able to apprehend Whitney. Finally, Amber thinks she and the chief might have something close to a friendship forming. But late one night, a few weeks later, Amber uses a flashy spell in her shop, and the chief witnesses it while standing out on the sidewalk. His wide-eyed expression tells her he saw it all. He hurries away, now knowing Amber’s biggest secret. 
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Chapter 1






“Get back here!” Amber called, crawling on hands and knees after the toy lion that bucked and thrashed under her coffee table like an agitated bull. Every time she reached for it, the little thing jumped away from her on its tiny beige plastic paws. Amber wasn’t quite sure what the little creature was up to—it seemed possessed, if she was quite honest with herself—but whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.


Amber’s specialty was using her magic to animate plastic toys she then sold in her shop below. But every once in a while—like now—one of the toys took on a personality of its own. And it was rarely a pleasant personality. 


A low, guttural growl reverberated next to her, and she turned to see her cat, Tom, watching the flailing toy with unmitigated alarm, his pupils blown wide.


At the sound of Tom’s distaste of the situation, the lion stilled, halting its little plastic meltdown, and focused its attention squarely on Tom. 


Oh no. “Tom Cat,” she said, voice low and even, “don’t run. If you run, it’ll chase you.”


The tiny lion adjusted its posture, its feet solidly on the ground in a wide stance, threw its head back and roared. The sound was loud enough that Amber felt a slight vibration in the floorboards beneath her hands, but it wasn’t a display she would have labeled terrifying or even awe-inspiring. Tom, however, arched his back, tail puffed out, and hissed with a ferocity that even made Amber flinch.


Tom took off in the other direction, nails scrabbling on the wooden floor as he struggled to find purchase to aid in his escape. He didn’t have far to run in Amber’s tiny studio apartment. The lion gave chase. The thing was surprisingly fast—a little too fast. Amber lunged for it as it went tearing past her, but her hands met only air.


“Hold still, Tom!” she called as she hopped to her feet, not sure where the cat was now. Another roar sounded from beneath the bed, followed by Tom hissing and spitting in response. The dust ruffle flapped as Tom went sprinting from his usual safe space, the tiny lion hot on his tail. 


Amber scurried after them, yelling at the lion to stop and for Tom to calm down. They ran under the dining room table, wooden table and chair legs smacking together like discordant wind chimes. Amber darted around one side of the table, then the other, hardly able to keep up. The lion was no bigger than a cell phone and its teeth were made of plastic—they couldn’t do that much damage. But she couldn’t very well explain that to Tom.


Alley sat on the kitchen counter, keeping a reasonable distance while she watched with mild concern, her tail wrapped around her paws. 


“Are you going to help your brother?” Amber asked.


Alley squinted her eyes closed.


Amber dropped to her knees again, just in time to see the lion lunge for Tom’s tail and chomp down on the tip of it. Tom screeched like he was being skinned alive, then bolted out from under the table, the horrible lion holding onto the end of Tom’s tail even as the cat bucked and flailed, trying to dislodge it. 


This was even worse than the time Scarlet the dragon had come to life, and then released a ball of flame that melted her own body just before that same flame set the curtains on fire. The dragon had terrified Tom, but hadn’t gone after him directly, at least. 


This lion had pegged Tom as his next meal and wasn’t letting up.


Finally thinking to use her magic, Amber focused on her magic thrumming beneath her skin like a dull electric current and willed a burst of it outward. She imagined it like wisps of swirling blue smoke, even though her magic was invisible even to her. She pictured it forming two hands that scooped up either creature, and just like that, the pair was quickly lifted from the ground just before Tom attempted to seek safety under the bed again. The lack of gravity’s pull startled both animals enough that Amber was able to run over and grab Tom. She tucked him under one arm and used her free hand to detach the crazed lion. Once her focus shifted, the spell was broken, and the lion was newly possessed by the desire to rend flesh from bones.


Amber extracted the lion—a tuft of white-and-orange fur clutched in its tiny jaws—then tossed Tom onto the bed. He hit the fluffy comforter with all four paws, hissed once more for good measure, and zipped to the floor and underneath the bed. 


The lion wiggled frantically in Amber’s grasp, all the while attempting to spit out the fur so its mouth was free to attack her cat. It clearly had no desire to go after her despite the grip she had on it; it only had beady little eyes for Tom. The thing was surprisingly hard to hold onto, keeping her so focused on not dropping it—this one had taken a lot of work to craft—that her mind was unable to conjure up a helpful spell. 


Her magic still thrashed beneath her skin, though. It always got riled up in highly emotional situations.


Amber yelped and let out a string of colorful curses as the lion sank its fangs into her thumb. It didn’t break the skin, but the teeth clamped down on her nail so hard, her vision swam for a moment. Without thinking, she shook out her hand, desperate to knock the thing loose, and it went flying off her finger. Some of her pent-up magic was involuntarily released at the same time, causing a gust of wind to help free her of the tiny beast. The lion smacked into a wall with such force, it shattered on impact into several large shards of painted plastic. 


Amber groaned loudly and tipped her head back to stare at the ceiling. Her thumb throbbed in time with her racing heart. Her magic had calmed down, at least.


She didn’t need this. Not today. 


The lion had been a special request from a woman who was throwing a circus-themed birthday party for her six-year-old son.


Next week. 


She really needed to perfect the design soon. What would happen if the same thing happened at a party full of little kids? She supposed the children might get a kick out of it, but she couldn’t imagine the parents would once the toy started biting people. No one in town knew that Amber’s infamous toys were animated by magic; they all thought she was merely an engineering genius. 


Amber walked over to the small pile of lion pieces. A few of the plastic bits were reduced to tiny shards. And one of the delicate plastic discs she’d infused with a movement spell had snapped clean in half. 


Why hadn’t she kept her wits about her so she could perform a deactivation spell? 


Now she’d need to start over. 


She glanced about her studio apartment and winced at the mess. Plastic pieces lay in heaps on her dining table. Boxes of completed cats sat in a corner, set aside for the Here and Meow Festival. A series of half-crafted animals littered her coffee table along with sheets of paper covered in scrawled spells. Most of the words were scratched out, marking them as defective. Her personal grimoire lay open next to an eyeless flamingo. 


The toys had completely taken over her apartment.


She had more room to work downstairs in her shop—plus it would give Tom a break—but ever since Chief Owen Brown had seen her using her magic two weeks ago, she’d been too anxious to use said magic where she might be caught in the act. She and the chief had worked together to solve the murder of Amber’s friend Melanie Cole; Amber and the chief had finally started to form something close to a friendship. But that had all fallen apart now. She suspected her anxiety over the whole thing was making her magic glitch. 


She’d replayed the scene countless times over the past two weeks—the way he’d been standing outside the Quirky Whisker, eyes wide, just moments after she’d used her magic to float an ill-behaved toy cat back to a table. How he’d hurried away.


She hadn’t seen or heard from him since, but she could only guess what he was thinking. He’d known for a while that something about her was off. He’d linked her to dozens of odd incidents around town but hadn’t been able to come up with an explanation. When he’d nervously posed the possibility that she was psychic, she hadn’t corrected him. She’d needed his help to solve the mystery of her friend Melanie’s death; he could have thought whatever he wanted. 


Once he had something concrete to hold onto—an explanation for her odd behavior and even odder store—he’d started to treat her better. But now? Would the no-nonsense police chief be able to swallow the “I’m a witch” pill as easily as he’d accepted her supposed psychic ability?


There was precedence for police working with psychics. Witchcraft, however, was meant for the pages of fantasy novels, not real life.


She sighed to herself. Getting the lion finished was what was important here. Not what the chief thought of her. The townsfolk hadn’t shown up wielding pitchforks and torches, so she had to assume he was keeping his discovery to himself. Assuming he even had a word for this discovery. The Edgehill rumor mill would have been working overtime if news got out that odd Amber Blackwood was a witch.


At the very least, Amber could paint the plastic pieces needed for the new lion toy—she couldn’t get in trouble doing that. 


But first …


Lying on her stomach, Amber lifted the dust ruffle to peek underneath. “Come on out, Tom,” she cooed, reaching an arm out toward him. 


He scooted back so he was just out of range of her fingertips. 


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I really am.”


The orange-and-white tabby remained unconvinced. 


Amber sighed. She’d already fed him and Alley breakfast, but she knew food was the only way to get back into his good graces. She got to her feet. “Fine. You win.”


She walked the few feet to the cats’ little nook and grabbed a bag of treats. Giving it a crinkle, she looked over her shoulder to see a pink nose peeking out from underneath the dust ruffle.


Alley lay curled on the bench seat now, but a black ear swiveled in the direction of the crinkling. Though Alley hadn’t lifted a paw to aid her brother during his time of torment, she would no doubt happily gobble down treats she hadn’t earned.


Once Amber opened the bag, Tom scurried out of his hiding place and sat obediently in front of his bowl. A pink tongue snaked out in anticipation. Amber wondered if Tom had been a dog in a past life. 


She plinked three treats into either bowl and Tom dove for them. Alley soundlessly hopped to the floor to eat hers before Tom did. After he’d licked the bowl clean, he stood and rubbed against Amber’s ankles, purr cranked up to level ten. All was forgiven.


Now to work on this dang lion toy …


Collecting her supplies in a tote bag, she called a goodbye to her cats and made her way down the stairs from her apartment to the shop below. The store wasn’t due to open for another half hour, so she would have some quiet to herself to get the painting done. 


Though the Here and Meow Festival wasn’t until May—three months from now—Edgehill was experiencing a rare uptick in winter tourists. Posters advertising a trial run of the junior fashion show were plastered all over town. The adult fashion show had been a staple of the festival for years, but this year, there would be a junior version as well. The trial run for the juniors was scheduled for later in the month. Amber didn’t have the faintest clue why people were so invested in the event, but she was glad the young designers were getting recognition for their talent. Amber wondered how Sydney Sadler, a participant in the show, was faring in the wake of her mother’s arrest. Sydney’s mother, Whitney Sadler, had teamed up with another Edgehill resident, Susie Paulson, to discreetly poison Melanie. While Susie had only wanted to make Melanie sick so Susie could take Melanie’s position as the head of the Here and Meow Festival, Whitney had wanted Melanie gone for good. 


Amber hoped the looming fashion show was keeping Sydney busy and distracted.


Personally, Amber was being kept busy by the stack of animated toy orders waiting for her. Willow, her younger sister, was due to join her in a month or so to help—it couldn’t happen soon enough. Amber needed all the extra help she could get.


Once downstairs, Amber turned on the hot plate in her little cooking alcove so she could make herself a cup of her signature hot chocolate. Then she laid out her supplies on the worn wooden counter that ran along the back of the shop, the wall of dried herbs, teas, and tinctures stored behind labeled drawers taking up the space behind her. 


Fifteen minutes later, mug of steaming chocolate nearby, Amber was absorbed in the task of painting the lion’s long, thin tail. The creature was a jumble of white pieces at the moment; she always made extra parts just in case. A small pile of miniature talons here, the curved haunch of a leg there. The round, pale face of the lion stared at nothing from its place on the countertop, its eyes two small, empty holes. 


Amber had just brushed on the last touch of muted yellow onto the elongated, oval-shaped tip of the tail when she heard the unmistakable click of her front door unlocking. 


She froze, paintbrush gripped in one hand, eyes wide. No one in town had keys to her shop. Had the chief decided he could no longer allow a witch in his town and had come to cart her away? 


The rational part of her mind told her that if he really had come after her with that pitchfork-wielding mob, they would kick the door in, not quietly pick the lock. 


She glanced up just as the door swung open. The person who walked through was not the six-foot-tall police chief, but a much smaller older woman. 


Amber grinned. “Aunt Gretchen!”




 



Chapter 2






Amber carefully placed her painting supplies on the counter and then hurried around it and toward her aunt standing in the middle of the Quirky Whisker. She stood at five and a half feet, and had lost some weight since Amber had seen her nearly a year ago. Her aunt lived in Portland, Oregon now. Her brown hair was liberally streaked with gray—had she stopped dying it?—and her complexion was a bit pale. But her grin matched Amber’s.


When she pulled her aunt into a tight hug, the gesture was returned with a laugh.


“Easy now,” Aunt Gretchen said, chuckling as she patted Amber’s back, her head just below Amber’s chin. “I’m an old lady with fragile bones.”


“Pah!” said Amber, pulling away but holding onto the woman’s arms. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but what are you doing here? The Here and Meow is still months away.”


“Oh, I know,” she said, “but Willow will be here soon, won’t she? I was anxious to see my girls before things got too hectic here.”


Too hectic? Aunt Gretchen always showed up during the peak of the festival, never before. She said she preferred it that way. So why was she here three months early?


Amber squinted at her aunt. Gretchen had never been a huge fan of traveling, which she did less and less of as she got older. “Spill. I have ways of making you talk if you won’t do so willingly.”


Gretchen’s mouth quirked up, though Amber wasn’t sure why. It hadn’t been an idle threat. “I’ve missed you, my sweet girl,” she said, patting Amber’s cheek with her cool hand.


Amber’s eyes narrowed further.


With a sigh, Gretchen said, “I haven’t been feeling well lately and I wanted the comfort of my family. Is that sufficient?”


Something twinged in Amber’s chest. “Oh no. What’s wrong? You shouldn’t be traveling if you’re not feeling well. I would have come to you. Do you want to come upstairs? I can make you some tea, or—”


Gretchen huffed and Amber snapped her mouth shut. “That right there is why I didn’t mention anything sooner. You’re such a worrier! If I’d told you I felt ill, you would have dropped everything to come see me. I don’t want to upend your life.”


“You upended yours when Mom and Dad died,” Amber said. “Coming to look after you is the least I could do. Chicken soup, tinctures—”


Gretchen wrinkled her nose. “Your tinctures were always rather … questionable.”


Amber gasped. “They’re not all bad.”


Though if Amber was being honest with herself, especially in the wake of Melanie’s death, she wondered if she should not only throw out her current supply of tinctures but stop trying to make them altogether. Most of what Amber knew of magic had been self-taught. There had been much trial and error over the years—often more error than trial. 


She and Willow had never received the full witch education from their parents that they’d been promised once they graduated high school. But their parents had died before that happened. 


Their grimoires had gone up in smoke with the rest of their house, further distancing Amber from her witch heritage. When it came to her magic, she always felt as if she was floundering in the dark. She didn’t have Willow’s knack for glamour spells. She wasn’t a skilled kitchen witch like her aunt. Gretchen claimed her own talents didn’t stretch beyond herbs and tinctures—so if Amber and Willow wanted to test their magic beyond that, they’d be on their own.


Amber’s best spells, as far as she could tell, were the ones that came from contact with a person or object. She needed connection, something that tied her to her subject. Tinctures and potions were always a step away. And, when Amber used them, something often backfired. 


Perhaps crafting her animated toys was as far as Amber’s magic would ever take her. She grimaced slightly as she thought about the possessed lion incident. Not every witch could be a master at the craft, just as every person couldn’t be a master musician. 


The reality of it still stung. 


“If it makes you feel any better,” Gretchen said, clearly reading the distress on Amber’s face, “Annabelle was rather awful at tinctures too.”


Amber stilled.


Annabelle. 


Amber and Willow’s mother. Gretchen spoke so little of her deceased brother and sister-in-law that sometimes Amber wondered if the woman had entirely purged them from her memory. 


“Is that right?” Amber asked, trying to keep her tone light and nonchalant. Whenever Gretchen did speak of Amber’s parents, Amber feared she’d say the wrong thing and Gretchen would clam up again.


“Oh, yes,” Gretchen said, a small wistful smile on her face. “Annabelle tried as she might to be a kitchen witch like her mother, but it never seemed to work out for her. Once, when she was a young girl, she crafted a sleep tonic for Miles—your grandfather—since he’d been complaining about terrible nightmares. She wanted it to be a surprise though, sure she’d be able to prove to everyone once and for all that she was just as good at tinctures as her mother. So, one night, she slipped the tonic into Miles’ nightly glass of milk.”


Amber, mouth slightly agape, softly asked, “And did it work?”


“Like a charm!” Gretchen said.


Amber grinned.


“Problem was, he didn’t wake for three days!”


“Oh my God!”


“Mmhmm. Poor Annabelle was too scared to tell anyone what she’d done and kept quiet for nearly a full day, terrified she’d killed her own father. Your grandmother Ivy found her hiding in a closet in the attic and soon figured out what had happened.”


Amber winced. “Was he okay?”


“Oh, sure. Eventually,” Gretchen said. “It became a running joke in the family that one could never leave an unattended drink lying around, or else Belle would slip something into it to make you sleep for a week. Your father loved that story. She made the mistake of sharing it with him when they first started dating. He told that story to everyone he could.”


Amber frowned, wondering why she’d never heard it. But her parents had been so close-lipped about their magic for most of Amber’s life. Willow and Amber grew up knowing they were witches, and knowing their parents were, but it was to always, always be a secret. 


Amber knew they’d moved to Edgehill when she was very young specifically because it was a town not inhabited by other witches. They’d moved several times before Edgehill became their permanent home. They wanted a normal life, they said. For themselves and their daughters.


The only family Amber had met, aside from Aunt Gretchen on the Blackwood side of the family, had been Uncle Raphael and his son Edgar—the Henbanes. They’d moved to Edgehill when Amber was twelve. Amber remembered her mother being furious that her older, estranged brother had put down roots in the same, remote town as she had. Amber hadn’t seen her uncle and cousin much, even though they’d both lived in Edgehill for years. They’d moved to the outskirts shortly after Edgar’s mom, Kathleen, passed away. Even at twelve, Amber had worried about the two grieving men alone in their house out in the middle of nowhere. 


She’d wanted to get to know her uncle and cousin. Two more witches to share experiences with, especially with Edgar, who was only a few years older than she was. She’d wondered, if she could only find a way to his house, if he could teach her about her magic. Willow had so obviously taken after the Blackwood side of the family. Maybe Amber was more like a Henbane—like her mother, uncle, and cousin. 


Any time Amber or her sister had tried to ask more about their powers, their parents would say they needed to wait until they were eighteen. Once they were adults, they’d promised, the girls would truly learn what it meant to be witches.


Then their parents had died, taking their secrets with them. Uncle Raphael abruptly moved away. Edgar suffered a psychotic break. 


A frown tugged at the corners of Amber’s mouth. “I wish we’d had more time with them.”


Gretchen sighed. “I know, dear. Me too.”


A somber quiet settled over them. Amber wondered if Gretchen was lost in her own memories of Annabelle and Theodore Blackwood. 


Amber, deep in her gut, believed something sinister had happened the night her parents died. It hadn’t been started by an electrical glitch, no matter what the firefighters said. How had two able-bodied, healthy adults not smelled the smoke? What little had been found of their remains had been located mostly in their beds. Had they lain side by side, sleeping peacefully while their house went up in flames around them?


Amber didn’t buy it.


“Maybe they had a nightcap or two since you girls were having a sleepover at your friend’s house and they slept more soundly than usual,” a neighbor had offered to a sobbing Amber as she stood outside the blackened remains of her house. 


Willow had sunk to the sidewalk beside Amber then, her back to their home, staring off into space.


Fire trucks had lined Ocicat Lane, red lights bouncing off the walls of nearby houses, all left untouched by the fire. None of the neighbors had heard or seen anything unusual, though a few claimed the flames had burned blue. But none could say when the fire started. No one had noticed anything was wrong until it was too late to save the house or her parents.


Nothing about it had felt right to Amber. Not then, and not now.


“You have that look on your face again, little mouse,” Aunt Gretchen said now. 


Amber pulled herself out of her thoughts. “What look?”


“That look that means you’re thinking about things that will never bring you any peace.”


“Don’t you wonder what happened that night?” 


Something flashed across her aunt’s face. Anger, maybe. Then it was gone. “Why don’t you help me find a place to stay, hmm?”


Subject change, as usual. “You don’t want to stay here?” 


“You live in a shoebox.”


“It’s quaint!”


“It’s tiny,” she said. “A tiny apartment for my little mouse. Go on. Find me a suitable place. The Manx, maybe? Something with a king-size bed and a bathtub with power jets.” 


Amber tried not to let her disappointment show. She should have known better, though. Aunt Gretchen didn’t talk about that night. Amber had tried countless times in the days and months after the fire, when her aunt had swooped in from Portland to become the new guardian for the Blackwood girls. Amber had poked and prodded at Gretchen’s defenses, hoping the woman would crack under pressure. Amber had been sure Gretchen knew more about the fire than she let on. They would get into horrific screaming matches about it—potted plants and chairs and knickknacks tossed around the room by unseen hands as Amber’s magic rebelled right along with her. 


“Get out of that head of yours,” said Aunt Gretchen from off to Amber’s right. 


She snapped out of her memories once again to find her aunt had moved to the other end of the store and now stood at the base of the stairs, holding firm to the straps of her overnight bag. Amber figured she had ten minutes tops to get her aunt situated upstairs before she would need to open the store. She’d have to call the Manx on her lunch break. 


Amber hurried over to her waiting aunt, taking her bag from her. “How long are you here for?”


“Time will tell.”


After a long pause, Amber staring down her nose at her aunt, she said, “Are you sure you’re all right? You look a little rundown and pale.”


“You have the bedside manner of a rotting toadstool,” she said, huffing. “I’m here for family. That’s all.”


When they were halfway up the stairs, Gretchen said, “Speaking of, when you have some free time, maybe we should pay Edgar a visit.”


Amber nearly missed the next step and had to place a steadying hand on the wall beside her to keep herself from stumbling. Then she stopped altogether, continuing to watch the slowly ascending figure of her aunt. “Why?”


“I’m here for family, remember? He’s family, too. Even if only by marriage.”


Amber hadn’t seen Edgar in years. After the fire, he’d told anyone who would listen that they hadn’t burned in their beds while they slept, but that they’d been trapped inside. 


She’d often wondered if “trapped” hadn’t meant that they’d been stuck under the debris of a collapsed roof, or that objects had obstructed their paths to doors or windows or hallways, but that someone had trapped them inside. Amber’s gut had always told her another witch was behind it. Someone from her parents’ past, maybe. Someone tied to the reason why a family of four witches purposefully ended up in a town devoid of magic.


A Penhallow, her gut said. Only a Penhallow would do something so terrible.


She’d tried to ask Edgar about it. Every time she mentioned the clan of cursed witches, his eyes had grown wide with fear. Though many things could do that to him back then.


And, a month later, Edgar completely recanted his story and checked himself into a mental hospital in Belhaven. Once he returned to Edgehill, Amber had tried to keep in contact with him, but he became a recluse who refused visitors. After being shut out time and again, she’d given up. 


As much as Amber believed Edgar had been of sound mind when he first made his claims about the suspicious circumstances of her parents’ death, Aunt Gretchen had been adamant that Edgar was “off his nut.” The screaming matches that resulted in flying pots and books often centered around the fact that Amber thought people should take Edgar seriously, while Gretchen wholeheartedly disagreed. Her aunt had said he was a bad influence and that he was filling Amber’s heart and mind with false hope. 


So why did she suddenly want to see someone she so thoroughly dismissed years ago?


Once Amber reached her studio and had set Aunt Gretchen’s bag on the bed, she found her aunt standing by the window, arms wrapped around herself. Amber instinctively knew her aunt was staring out into the distance at the half-finished building that had once been the Blackwood family home. Gretchen had started the slow restoration process a year or so after the fire, but the project had been abandoned after Willow had been accepted into a design program in Portland.


Willow had left for college. Gretchen left to resume her life in a bigger city not so haunted by ghosts. And Amber had stayed behind. 


Amber sidled up next to her aunt now. 


“Aunt Gretchen?” Amber said softly, gaze focused on the distant strip of Ocicat Lane. “Please tell me what’s going on. Why are you here now when you hate to travel? Why do you suddenly want to see Edgar?”


Her aunt took a long, shuddering breath. “There’s no easy way to say this, little mouse, so I’ll just come out with it. The Penhallows have resurfaced, and I believe they’re heading for Edgehill. I believe they’re heading for you.”



 



Chapter 3






“What?” Amber asked, whirling to face her aunt. “What do you mean they’re coming for me?” 


Aunt Gretchen turned toward Amber and grasped her hands. “Oh, my sweet girl …”


“Aunt Gretchen, please tell me what’s going on. You’re starting to scare me.”


The Penhallows, a witch clan family burdened with cursed magic, had often been the bogeymen in her nightmares—the people she could blame for her parents’ death. Rumor had it that the family had gone underground after the Blackwood parents died. She hadn’t heard so much as a whisper about them in fourteen years.


With a sigh, Gretchen said, “Every night since the death of your parents, I’ve taken a tincture to grant me a window into your and Willow’s futures.” Before Amber could voice the flurry of questions that Gretchen clearly saw forming in Amber’s mind, the woman soldiered on. “I’m not a clairvoyant. I cannot see very far into the future, nor do these visions come to me with crystal clarity.”


Amber hesitated. “How does it work?”


“I take a bit of it with my evening tea, and if there’s a looming threat on the horizon, it will manifest in my dreams,” Aunt Gretchen said, letting Amber’s hands go. “Remember when Willow just started dating that rat Jeffrey Sanders?”


Amber cocked her head. “Her old boss who ended up getting arrested for money laundering?”


Aunt Gretchen nodded. “Mmhmm. And you remember where she was when that arrest happened?”


Amber blinked several times in rapid succession, wracking her memory. “She went to see you because you fell and injured your hip.”


“Did I though?” Gretchen smiled. 


“You sneaky witch,” Amber said, laughing. “What else?”


Gretchen laughed too. “I made up an excuse to keep you girls home one day during high school when there was an outbreak of norovirus.”


With a gasp of sudden realization, Amber said, “That was the weekend you took us to the beach! You let us cut school on a Friday. I just thought you wanted to get us away from everything for a few days.”


“I did,” she said. “But I also wanted to protect you from contracting a nasty bug.”


Amber was suddenly sixteen again, waking up to the horrible news that her house had caught fire with her parents inside. She recalled the ashen face of Alice’s mother when she hurried into Alice’s bedroom where she, Amber, Willow, and Julie had been fast asleep in their sleeping bags on Alice’s floor. 


Had Gretchen seen that event coming? 


“No,” Gretchen said, and Amber wondered if perhaps her aunt was clairvoyant after all. “I know that look, little mouse. I didn’t start taking the tinctures until after Belle and Theo died. I was just as shocked by it as you were.”


Amber sighed, her mind circling back to where this conversation had started. “So … you’re saying you dreamed the Penhallows are coming for me?”


“A Penhallow. Singular,” said Gretchen. “They’ve been keeping a low profile for years, but they appear to be resurfacing. A friend of mine in Maine said a Penhallow was detected there recently. They leave behind a trace—a signature—if they use their twisted magic. You can almost touch it. When you walk into the dregs of it, it’s as if you’ve stepped into a giant cobweb. It clings to you. 


“As for your Penhallow, I don’t know his or her name, or what they look like. I just know a Penhallow is bringing their cursed magic to Edgehill, and they have you in their sights.”


Amber didn’t understand. 


“Why me?” she asked, trying her best not to let her panic rise from the hollow pit of her stomach and choke her. “I’m … not exactly a skilled witch. I’m a screwup at best; amoral at worst. Don’t the Penhallows only try to siphon powers from the most powerful?”


Gretchen frowned, her dark brows knitted together, and her mouth pulled into a tight line. If Amber didn’t know her no-nonsense aunt any better, she would have thought the woman was going to burst into tears. Something twinged in her chest again; Amber worried she’d somehow just said something horribly offensive to her aunt without meaning to. 


“Aunt Gretchen, I—” Amber swallowed. “What did I say? I didn’t mean—”


“Oh, my sweet girl,” she said, placing a hand on Amber’s cheek, just as she had downstairs. “I fear this is all my fault.”


Movement down on the street below caught Amber’s eye, and she glanced out the window just as the door to Purrfectly Scrumptious opened and out sauntered Savannah the Maine coon. If Betty Harris was opening her doors, it meant it was opening time for Amber as well. Tourists were already milling around Russian Blue Avenue, peering in shop windows and cooing at the town’s plethora of friendly street cats. A pair of giggling girls bent down to pet Savannah, who had rather dramatically flopped onto her back on the sidewalk so passersby would have better access to her furry belly. 


“We’ll talk later, little mouse,” Gretchen said, pulling Amber’s attention back to her aunt. “I’ll take a nap while you open up shop. I’m exhausted.”


Aunt Gretchen did seem even paler now than she had when she’d arrived. How sick was she? 


“Go,” her aunt said. “Stop looking at me as if I already have a foot in the grave. Out you go!” She waved her hands at Amber as if she were a pesky fly. 


Amber laughed. “All right, all right! I’m going. If you need anything, just—”


“Bye, little mouse.”


Shaking her head and smiling to herself, Amber hurried for the steps and into the shop below.



  



The morning was busy, the tinkling bell above her door sounding several times an hour. When managing the shop by herself truly became unmanageable in the months before the Here and Meow, she often hired a couple of teenagers to help with customers and to man the register. 


Now, as Amber clicked the lock shut on her front door and flipped her open sign over, she let out a weary sigh. Would checking in with Lily and Daisy Bowen this week be too premature? The real tourist influx was at least a month away, but this junior fashion show was proving to be more popular than Amber would have guessed.


But before she even considered calling the Bowens, she needed to make arrangements for her aunt and grab something to eat. 


After a quick check upstairs, she found her aunt fast asleep on the comforter, mouth agape, and a curled-up dozing cat on either side of her. Smiling to herself, she quietly made her way back downstairs, grabbed her purse, locked up, and stepped out onto Russian Blue Avenue. 


The Manx Hotel was only a few doors down from her favorite sandwich shop, The Catty Melt. It was a quick ten-minute drive to the hotel from her shop. Evidence of the Here and Meow’s impending arrival could be seen not just in the new flood of wandering tourists, but in the mailboxes topped with cat ears, posters advertising sign-ups for the 5k run, and the banner for the festival itself stretched wide across the major intersection of Catnip and Scritch Boulevards.


A familiar pang in her chest reminded her that her friend Melanie wouldn’t get to see what all her hard work on the festival would look like this year. She told herself to call Kimberly Jones, the new Here and Meow Festival director, soon to see how she was faring in her new role. 


The Manx was the ritziest hotel in Edgehill. It looked more like a sprawling Victorian-era mansion than a glamorous high-rise in a big city, though. The building was a soft brown with striking black accents. Elegant black cat statues were scattered around the property. Several were perched on the corners of the roofs, watching passersby like silently judging gargoyles. 


Amber walked up to the low, black fence that circled the property, and swung open the gate on silent hinges. A black cat statue sat at the top of the short flight of stairs. When Amber reached the top, however, the cat statue mewed, its tongue a bright flash of pink. 


“Well, hello,” Amber said, slightly startled.


The cat stood and immediately trotted to the black front door, then glanced over its shoulder as if to say, “Welcome to the Manx Hotel. Please follow me.” An oval-shaped window rested in the center of the door. Cats had been etched into the glass—a tumbled mass of paws, whiskers, and pointed ears. 


Amber grabbed hold of the thick, clear doorknob and turned. The door had only been opened a sliver before the black cat slunk through and disappeared inside. 


The lobby was a wide, open space, the walls and floor made of a rich, dark wood. A wide staircase rose up behind the C-shaped registration desk sitting squarely in the middle of the room. An open doorway sat on either side of Amber, leading into what looked like lounging areas. Amber thought she heard the faint sound of voices—she couldn’t be sure if they belonged to guests or a TV kept at low volume. 


A woman, who Amber was almost sure had been in Willow’s graduating class, stood at the desk, a phone pressed to her ear. She looked up at Amber and smiled, holding up a single finger before she offered the person on the other end of the line a few noises of understanding. Wedging the phone between her ear and shoulder, she turned to the computer—Amber could only see part of the monitor’s back peeking above the lip of the desk—and clacked away on a keyboard. 


Amber glanced around the lobby again, waiting for the woman to get off the phone. A burst of laughter sounded from the open room to her right. Masculine laughter. Curious, Amber walked to the doorway and peeked in. 


The lounge area had a couch and several recliners arranged in a loose half-moon shape, all facing a flat-screen TV on a dark wood stand. The screen was dark. Three men sat in the chairs, talking and laughing. Well, one man talked, animatedly gesticulating as he told what looked to be a very involved story. 


“And then he said, ‘Not with a raccoon in your shorts!’” 


The men burst into howling laughter again. 


Amber smiled at the sound of it. And then she recognized one of the men as Connor Declan, the reporter from the Edgehill Gazette. She could honestly say she had never seen him look as happy as he did then, laughing with his friends. He seemed younger somehow, his eyes brighter. As if he sensed her, his gaze swiveled in her direction. 


“Hey, Amber!” He waved. 


She knew, instantly, that Connor Declan was a bit inebriated. She grinned. “Hey, Connor.”


One of the men sat in an armchair closest to the door and turned in his seat to look at her. All three were handsome, well-put-together guys. Amber wondered if they were old college buddies. 


“Well, hel-lo,” the guy said, doing his best to cock an eyebrow at her with the swagger of a seafaring pirate, but he mostly looked like he was suffering an unfortunate facial tick. 


“Introduce us to your friend, you fiend!” the man sitting next to Connor said. He slapped the back of his hand against Connor’s chest for added emphasis. 


“Ow!” Connor said, swatting his friend’s hand away. “Guys, this is Amber Blackwood.”


“Oooh,” the pirate said, nodding. “You’re Willow’s hot older sister, huh? Man. I had it bad for you in high school.”


Amber had no recollection of who this guy was. And she was also sure now that they were all drunk. At noon. On a weekday. “So what’s the occasion for this … celebration?”


The guy sitting next to Connor wrapped an arm around Connor’s neck and yanked him to his chest, while roughly scrubbing his hand through Connor’s hair. Connor laughed and squirmed, trying to break free. His friend, over Connor’s loud pleas to unhand him, said, “It’s this knucklehead’s birthday! Well, it’s tomorrow. We started partying a little early.”


“I can see that,” Amber said with a laugh. 


The pirate was still turned in his armchair, an elbow resting on the back, his face in his hand. “Since tomorrow is Saturday, we’re going to really celebrate tonight.” He gasped, and Amber wasn’t sure if he’d just accidentally swallowed a fly or if he’d suddenly learned the meaning of life. With both hands gripping the back of the chair now, he stared wide-eyed at Amber. “We’re going to Just Kitten later.” He snorted. “Just Kitten! I just got it! It’s a comedy club, and ‘just kitten’ is like … it’s like a cat … but a small cat! A kitten! Like kidding, but with tiny paws.” He chuckled softly to himself, muttering the name over and over to himself. 


Connor slowly shook his head, then said, “We might need to force him to take a nap soon.”


“Just kitten!” the pirate said, wiping his eyes.


“Probably a good idea,” Amber said, smiling. 


“Excuse me, Amber?” came a female voice behind her. 


She turned to see the receptionist standing behind her, a bright smile on her face. “Oh, hi. I’ll be right there.”


The woman nodded and headed back for the desk. Amber returned her attention to the men and said, “Well, happy birthday, Connor. I hope you guys have a great weekend.”


Connor, finally unhanded by his friend, flushed a little. Amber wasn’t sure if it was due to the headlock, the alcohol, or something else. “Thanks!” He looked like he wanted to say something else, but the energy in the room slowly grew awkward, so Amber waved again and backed out of the room. 


A chorus of high-pitched “Happy birthday, Connor!” erupted from the room, followed by another upswell of laughter. She shook her head slightly, amused. 


When Amber reached the desk, the smiling blonde leaned toward her, shot a quick glance toward the room the men were cackling in, and then turned back to Amber before saying, “They’ve been like that since ten this morning.” 


“Did all of them go to Edgehill High?” Amber asked, trusting her gut that the receptionist had gone to high school there, too. The tag pinned to her crisp, black button-up said her name was Carrie. 


“Definitely not. Only Connor and Wesley.”


Amber’s eyes widened. “That’s not Wesley Young is it?”


Carrie grinned. “Yep.”


Amber glanced toward the open doorway for a moment, then back at the receptionist. “Who would have thought that acne-covered, scrawny Wesley Young would turn into that?” 


“Right?” She grinned. “Willow would pass out in a dead faint if she saw him. He followed her around like a lost puppy all through high school.”


Amber remembered that all too well. One Halloween morning, they’d walked out the front door of their house to head for school and found Wesley Young standing in the middle of their street, a giant sign held above his head that said, “Willow, you’re the bee’s knees. Will you go to the Halloween dance with me?” A yellow felt band was wrapped around his head long-ways, floppy pink petals radiating out from it. Willow was so embarrassed, she let out a semi-hysterical shriek, ducked her head, and dove into the backseat of the car waiting at the curb.


His petals seemed to wilt as he realized his plan to woo Willow hadn’t worked. As Amber tried to come up with words of encouragement for the boy, he dropped the sign in the middle of the street and sprinted down Ocicat Lane, the petals flapping around his face. 


“Anyway,” Carrie said now. “What can I help you with today?”


“My aunt is in town for a while and wanted me to check if you have anything available.”


“Oh, tell Gretchen I say hi!” Carrie said, attention focused on her computer. A few clacks of her keys. “How long is she in town?”


“I’m not sure, honestly.”


“Hmm.” A few more clacks. “We’ve got something open for this weekend only, then we’re booked up for weeks after that. People are coming in from all over to see the fashion show.”


Amber’s mind flashed to young Sydney Sadler again.


“Well, really, I think people are coming in from all over to see if the Olaf Betzen rumors are true,” Carrie said. “He’s usually so secretive about where he’s going, you know?”


Amber did not know. “Yeah totally,” she said, hoping her accompanying laugh wasn’t too fake. “So, uh, let’s go ahead and book this weekend. We’ll figure out the rest later.” Amber knew neither she nor her aunt could afford to stay in a place this swanky for too long anyway. 


“You got it,” Carrie said. 


Amber paid for three nights and snagged a set of keys. 


She had just turned to leave, when she came up short. Connor Declan stood behind her. “Geez, Connor!” 


“Sorry,” he said, laughing nervously. She could smell the alcohol on him. It wasn’t overwhelming, but it clung to him all the same. “I uh …” He rubbed the back of his neck. “So … uh … after the comedy show, we’re going to meet up at the Sippin’ Siamese. Would you like to join us? We’re probably going to play pool and be generally obnoxious. If you have other plans or that doesn’t sound like something you’d wanna do, or if you—”


He’d grown increasingly redder as he talked, so she hurriedly cut him off with a “What time?” 


“Oh! I … uh … eight?”


“Sounds great. See you then.”


“Yeah?”


She was almost positive this was a terrible idea. Dating non-witches was just … not something she did anymore. But Connor looked so hopeful. Plus, she couldn’t shut the guy down on his birthday, could she? “Yeah.”


He grinned. “Awesome! I mean, cool. Yeah, I’ll—we’ll—see you then.”


She nodded and watched him walk away. Just as he reached the doorway to the lounge, Wesley poked his head around the corner, startling Connor, as he said, “Awesome! I mean, cool!”


Sometimes Amber felt as if she’d never escape high school. 


Still, she found herself smiling as she stepped out of the Manx Hotel. She hadn’t really been out with friends since Melanie died. Melanie had been the one to push Amber out of her comfort zone more and more. Tried to get her to meet more people. She could almost hear Melanie’s voice in her head as Amber made her way down the steps: “He’s cute. You’re cute. Let yourself have some fun.”


Okay, Melanie, she said to herself, nodding slightly. Maybe I will. 






 



Chapter 4






When Amber returned to the Quirky Whisker half an hour later—a pair of wrapped-up turkey-on-rye sandwiches in her purse—she didn’t expect to see her aunt in the shop. She also didn’t expect her aunt to have company. Gretchen stood in front of the counter, talking animatedly to someone standing on the other side, his or her arms resting on the worn wood. Amber could only make out a bent elbow and fair skin. 


Letting herself in, Amber tried to keep her annoyance in check. Annoyance that stemmed from how quickly Amber had turned back into a curmudgeonly thirty-year-old who preferred the company of her cats over people. The logical part of her brain told her she was still grieving Melanie; it had been less than two months since she had died. It had taken Melanie a while to pull cautious Amber out of her shell, and now that Melanie was gone, Amber was retreating again. It was easier to keep to herself. You couldn’t be left behind if there wasn’t anyone to leave you in the first place.


My, she was in a morbid mood all of a sudden.


Amber knew she wasn’t being fair. Gretchen had lived in Edgehill for quite a few years; it wouldn’t be unreasonable for her to still have acquaintances here—though she’d never mentioned any. 


The tinkling of the bell above the door gave away her arrival, and Gretchen and her guest turned toward the sound. 


“Hey, big sis,” Willow said, smiling from her spot behind the counter. 


Amber let out a squeak of surprise. No matter how far into her shell Amber went, there was always room for Willow and Aunt Gretchen.
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