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      The Crooked Broom had been serving ale since 1652, and Ivy Ashwood had been drinking tea in the corner booth since 1959. Sixty-four years of watching the village change around her—new families arriving, old ones departing, scandals blooming and fading like the roses in the pub’s window boxes. The Crooked Broom endured. So did Ivy.

      Though lately, she wasn’t entirely sure how much longer that would remain true.

      She wrapped her hands around her teacup, letting the warmth seep into fingers that ached more than they used to. The pub was filling up nicely for quiz night, chairs scraping against ancient floorboards as teams claimed their usual territories. The Bramblevine Book Club—her team—had commandeered their corner booth an hour ago, and Ivy had spent most of that time pretending to review their strategy while actually watching the door.

      Watching and being watched in return.

      Through the pub’s front window, past the cheerful glow of fairy lights that landlord Pete Marsh strung up every autumn and never bothered to take down, she could see her bicycle leaning against the hitching post. And in the basket mounted to the handlebars, a small white shape sat perfectly still, ice-blue eyes fixed on the window.

      Bram hadn’t wanted her to come tonight.

      He’d made his opinion known in the particular way he had—positioning himself in front of the cottage door, ears flat, nose twitching with an urgency that had nothing to do with danger and everything to do with disapproval. You’re tired, that look had said. You should rest.

      Ivy had stepped over him and fetched her coat anyway.

      She was eighty-three years old. She would rest when she was dead, and not a moment before, though she suspected that moment was closer than anyone knew. Bram certainly knew. He’d begun watching her with that particular tilt to his ears, the one she remembered from her mother’s final months, and her grandmother’s before that. Familiars always knew when an Ashwood was fading.

      The thought should have frightened her. Instead, it made her stubborn.

      “Ivy? Ivy, are you with us?”

      She blinked and turned to find Dorothy Pembrook peering at her with concern. Dorothy was seventy-six, a retired schoolteacher with a memory like a steel trap and a competitive streak that would shame an Olympic athlete. She was also the closest thing Ivy had to a best friend, though neither of them would ever be sentimental enough to say so aloud.

      “Just thinking,” Ivy said.

      “Well, stop it. You can think when we’ve won.” Dorothy tapped the table with one emphatic finger. “Now, Margaret’s handling geography, I’ve got history, Bess has literature, and you’re on science and nature. Yes?”

      “As always.”

      “Good. Because last month, the Holloway table beat us by two points, and I refuse to let that happen again. Arthur’s smug face was insufferable for weeks.”

      At the mention of the Holloways, Ivy’s gaze drifted across the pub to where Arthur Holloway sat with his team—younger people, mostly, chosen for their quick minds rather than their loyalty. Arthur caught her looking and raised his pint glass in a mocking salute.

      Ivy did not return it.

      The Holloways and the Ashwoods had been circling each other in this village for three centuries, ever since the first pact was struck at the standing stones. Once, they had been allies of a sort—two magical families protecting the ley lines that converged beneath Bramblevine Hollow. But that alliance had soured generations ago, poisoned by jealousy,  pride, and a death that should never have happened.

      Now, they were simply rivals. It was almost civilized, in its way. They competed at pub quizzes and flower shows, instead of with curses and hexes.

      Almost civilized. But Ivy had never quite trusted that the Holloways wouldn’t revert to older methods if given the opportunity.

      Through the window, Bram’s ears swiveled. He was tracking something—or someone.

      The pub door opened, letting in a gust of October air, and Thomas Weatherby.

      Thomas was seventy-eight, a retired postman who had walked every lane in Bramblevine Hollow for forty years before his knees finally gave out. He knew everyone’s business because he’d delivered everyone’s letters, and he had a memory for secrets that made him either a valuable friend or a dangerous enemy, depending on which side of his knowledge you stood.

      Ivy had stood on both sides at different times.

      Tonight, Thomas looked tired. His face was grey beneath the pub’s warm lighting, and his hands trembled slightly as he unwound his scarf. But he smiled and waved to the regulars, stopping at three different tables to exchange pleasantries before finally settling into his seat with the Weatherby-and-Friends team.

      His wife, Margaret, was already there, twenty years his junior and perpetually impatient. She said something sharp to him as he sat down—Ivy couldn’t hear the words, but she recognized the tone. Thomas’s smile faltered, then fixed itself back in place.

      Interesting.

      “Right, everyone!” Pete Marsh climbed onto the small stage at the front of the pub, quiz cards in hand. “Welcome to the October quiz night. You know the rules—no phones, no cheating, and anyone caught using that psychic rabbit outside will be disqualified.”

      Gentle laughter rippled through the pub. Several people glanced toward the window where Bram sat in his basket, and Ivy felt a familiar mix of pride and exasperation. The village had long since accepted that the Ashwood witch kept an unusual pet. Most of them thought the psychic rabbit joke was exactly that—a joke.

      They had no idea.

      “First round: British History!” Pete announced. “Question one: In what year was the Magna Carta signed?”

      Dorothy’s hand shot up before he’d finished speaking.

      The quiz proceeded as it always did—rounds of questions, rounds of answers, good natured heckling between teams. Ivy found herself relaxing into the familiar rhythm of it, the warmth of the pub and the company of friends easing the ache in her bones. This was why she’d come tonight, she realized. Not to win (though they would win, Dorothy would accept nothing less). But to feel, for a few hours, like she was still part of the living world.

      Through the window, Bram hadn’t moved. His eyes were still fixed on the interior of the pub, but his gaze had shifted from Ivy to someone else.

      Thomas Weatherby.

      Ivy frowned. Bram’s focus was intense in a way she recognized—the way he watched when something was wrong, when his senses were picking up traces of magic or malice that human eyes couldn’t see. She tried to catch his attention, to raise an eyebrow in question, but Bram’s stare didn’t waver.

      “Question fourteen!” Pete called out. “In the natural world, what is the only mammal capable of true sustained flight?”

      “Bats,” Ivy murmured automatically, but her attention was elsewhere now.

      Thomas was sweating. She could see it from across the pub—a sheen on his forehead, a dampness at his collar. He kept pressing a hand to his chest, the gesture so subtle that no one seemed to notice. No one except Ivy.

      And Bram.

      Through the window, she saw Bram’s nose begin to twitch. Not the gentle quiver of a rabbit testing the air, but a rapid, urgent movement she knew all too well.

      Danger. Dark magic. Something wrong.

      “Thomas?” Margaret Weatherby’s voice cut through the ambient noise, sharp with irritation. “Thomas, what’s the matter with you? You’ve gone white as a sheet.”

      The pub quieted. Heads turned.

      Thomas Weatherby stood up from his chair, one hand clutching the table’s edge, the other pressed flat against his chest. His face had indeed gone white—not the grey of earlier exhaustion, but a terrible, waxy pallor that made Ivy’s stomach clench.

      “I—” Thomas swayed. “I don’t feel⁠—”

      He collapsed.

      The pub erupted into chaos. Someone screamed—Margaret, Ivy thought distantly. Pete Marsh vaulted over the bar with surprising agility for a man of his size, shouting for someone to call 999. Dorothy was on her feet, her medical training kicking in, despite the decades since she’d last used it.

      But Ivy stayed seated.

      Because she could see something no one else could.

      Around Thomas Weatherby’s chest, visible only to those with the Sight, a faint shimmer clung to his body like morning mist. It was dark—not black, but a deep, bruised purple, the color of old magic and older malice. It pulsed once, twice, and then began to fade, dissipating into the air as though it had never been.

      Someone had killed Thomas Weatherby.

      Not with a weapon. Not with poison that any coroner would find. But with magic, dark and deliberate, hidden in something he’d consumed. The shimmer was a curse-mark, the residue of a hex designed to stop a heart and leave no trace.

      The perfect murder.

      Ivy rose slowly from the booth, her knees protesting, her heart hammering. The pub was full of people trying to help, crying, calling for an ambulance that would arrive too late. But her eyes went to the window.

      Bram was standing now, his small paws pressed against the wicker of the basket, his ears flat against his skull. Even through the glass, she could feel the weight of his gaze.

      I saw it, those ice-blue eyes said. I saw what you saw.

      Someone had killed Thomas Weatherby with magic. Old magic. The kind of magic that hadn’t been used in Bramblevine Hollow for a very long time.

      And forty years ago, Thomas had delivered a letter that changed everything for the Ashwood family.

      Ivy didn’t believe in coincidences.

      The ambulance arrived eleven minutes later. The paramedics worked efficiently, their movements practiced and professional, but Ivy could tell from their faces that there was nothing to be done. Thomas Weatherby was declared dead at 8:47 PM, cause of death: apparent cardiac arrest, and the village’s monthly pub quiz came to a somber and premature end.

      Ivy collected her coat and her cane—she’d started using the cane six months ago, though it galled her every time—and made her way through the murmuring crowd to the door. Dorothy caught her arm as she passed.

      “Ivy.” Dorothy’s face was pale, her earlier competitive fire extinguished entirely. “Are you all right to get home? I can drive you.”

      “I’ll be fine. I have Bram.”

      Dorothy glanced toward the window, toward the small white rabbit waiting in his basket, and something complicated moved across her face. Dorothy didn’t have the Sight, but she’d known Ivy long enough to understand that certain things in Bramblevine Hollow defied ordinary explanation.

      “Of course you do,” she said quietly. “Be careful, Ivy.”

      The night air was sharp with the promise of frost. Ivy stood on the pavement outside the Crooked Broom, drawing her coat tighter around her shoulders, and looked at Bram.

      He looked back.

      Three hundred years old, bound to her family by a pact made before memory, and still no bigger than a loaf of bread. His white fur gleamed in the lamplight, pristine as always, and his blue eyes held three centuries of wisdom, and a very immediate question.

      What now?

      “Now,” Ivy said softly, “we find out who killed Thomas Weatherby.”

      Bram’s ears rose slowly from their flattened position. His nose twitched—not with alarm this time, but with something that looked almost like approval.

      Ivy reached down and lifted the basket from her bicycle, settling it into the crook of her arm. Bram was light—barely three pounds—but his presence was a comfort she hadn’t realized she needed.

      “Don’t give me that look,” she murmured as she began the walk home, too tired to cycle. “I know what you’re thinking. I’m too old for this. I should rest. I should let it go.”

      Bram tilted his head, his expression somehow managing to convey agreement with all of those statements.

      “Well, I’m not going to.” Ivy’s voice hardened. “Thomas delivered letters for forty years. He knew everyone’s secrets,including mine. Including the one about Eleanor.”

      At her daughter’s name, Bram went still.

      “Someone killed him for what he knew,” Ivy continued. “And I’m going to find out who. Before⁠—”

      She stopped herself. Before what? Before she died? Before her time ran out? Before she lost the chance to make things right with the granddaughter she’d driven away?

      All of those things. All of them true.

      Bram’s nose touched her wrist, a gentle brush of whiskers against skin. It was the closest thing to comfort he could offer without words, and Ivy accepted it.

      “One last mystery,” she said. “Then I’ll rest. I promise.”

      Above them, the autumn stars were cold and bright. Somewhere in the village, a killer believed they had gotten away with murder. And an eighty-three-year-old witch with a three pound rabbit walked slowly home, already planning her investigation.

      The night was just beginning.
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      The cottage welcomed Ivy home the way it always did—with the scent of dried lavender, the creak of familiar floorboards, and the soft golden glow of lamps that turned themselves on when they sensed her approach. She’d lived in this house for sixty-four years, raised her daughter within its walls, and buried her grief in its garden. The cottage knew her moods better than any living person.

      Tonight, it seemed to sense her exhaustion. The kettle was already warming on the stove, and the fire in the sitting room had stirred itself from embers to a comfortable blaze.

      “Show-off,” Ivy muttered, though there was no heat in it.

      She set Bram’s basket on the kitchen table and watched as he hopped out with his usual dignity, landing on the worn oak surface with barely a sound. He sat for a moment, ears swiveling, nose testing the air of the cottage as though checking for threats. Satisfied, he turned his attention to Ivy.

      Sit, his posture seemed to say. Rest.

      “Tea first.”

      Rest.

      “You’re not the boss of me, Bramwell Thornwood.”

      His ears flattened in a way that suggested he disagreed with that assessment but was too polite to argue. Instead, he hopped to the edge of the table and waited while Ivy moved around the kitchen, gathering her teapot and the good oolong she saved for difficult evenings.

      Her hands were shaking.

      She noticed it as she measured the leaves—a fine tremor that hadn’t been there six months ago. Her body was betraying her by degrees, each week stealing something new. First, the cane. Then, the breathlessness on the stairs. Now this.

      Bram noticed too. She could feel the weight of his gaze on her back, heavy with concern he couldn’t voice.

      “I’m fine,” she said, not turning around.

      A soft thump—Bram’s foot against the table. The rabbit equivalent of a skeptical cough.

      “I’m fine.”

      She wasn’t fine. They both knew it. But the pretense was easier than the alternative, so Ivy made her tea and carried it to her chair by the fire, and Bram followed, settling onto the footstool beside her with the air of a general taking up a strategic position.

      For a while, they simply sat. The fire crackled. The tea steamed. Outside, the October wind rattled the cottage windows, but inside, everything was warm and still.

      “It was murder,” Ivy said finally. “You saw the residue.”

      Bram’s nose twitched in confirmation.

      “Old magic. A curse hidden in something he consumed—food or drink, most likely. The kind of hex that stops a heart and leaves no evidence for mundane eyes to find.” She took a sip of her tea, letting the warmth spread through her chest. “Someone in that pub killed Thomas Weatherby, and they did it the old way.”

      Bram’s ears rotated toward her, his blue eyes bright with intelligence. He wanted to tell her something—she could see it in the tension of his small body, the alertness of his posture. But communication between witch and familiar had limits, and words were beyond them while she was awake.

      “Tonight,” Ivy said. “Show me tonight.”

      Bram held her gaze for a long moment, then dipped his head in agreement. But there was reluctance in the gesture, a hesitation she rarely saw from him.

      “What is it?”

      He looked toward the fire, then back at her. His nose touched her hand where it rested on the arm of the chair—a gentle, deliberate pressure.

      You’re tired. This will cost you.

      “I know.”

      You should rest. Dream-walking takes energy you don’t have to spare.

      “I know that too.”

      But you’re going to do it anyway.

      “Thomas knew things, Bram. Secrets he’d been keeping for decades. If someone killed him to keep those secrets buried…” She trailed off, her throat tight. “I need to know if this is connected to Eleanor. To the letter. To⁠—”

      She couldn’t finish the sentence. Couldn’t say her granddaughter’s name aloud, not when the guilt was still so fresh after all these years.

      Bram’s whiskers brushed her knuckles. It wasn’t agreement exactly—more like resignation, the acknowledgment that some stubbornness couldn’t be reasoned with.

      Ivy finished her tea and set the cup aside. Then she settled deeper into her chair, closed her eyes, and let herself drift.

      The space between waking and sleeping was where Bram’s magic lived.

      Ivy felt it take hold—a gentle pull, like being drawn into warm water. The cottage faded around her, the crackle of the fire growing distant, the weight of her body dissolving into something lighter. She was aware, distantly, of Bram settling against her lap, his small warmth anchoring her to the waking world, even as his mind reached for hers.

      And then, she was elsewhere.

      The dream-space was formless at first, grey and swirling like morning mist over the meadows. But Bram was there—not as a rabbit, not yet, but as a presence, a guide, a steady hand in the darkness.

      This way, the presence said, and Ivy followed.

      The mist parted, and she found herself standing in Thomas Weatherby’s kitchen.

      It was a strange thing, seeing someone else’s memories through Bram’s eyes. The colors were slightly wrong—too vivid in some places, washed out in others—and there was a quality of fragmentation to the scene, as though she were watching through a window smeared with rain. But the details were clear enough.

      Thomas sat at his kitchen table, a cup of tea before him and a letter in his hands. His face was pale, his eyes wide, and his hands trembled as he read.

      Ivy moved closer, trying to see the words on the page, but the dream wouldn’t let her. The letter’s contents were Thomas’s secret, locked away in the part of his mind that Bram couldn’t reach. All she could see was the effect it had on him—the fear, the dawning horror, the way his breath came faster and faster.

      “What did it say?” she murmured, though she knew no one could hear her. “What frightened you so badly?”

      The scene shifted. The kitchen dissolved into mist, and when it reformed, Ivy found herself in the Crooked Broom, watching Thomas take his seat at the quiz night table. Margaret was there, sharp-faced and impatient, and Thomas was smiling that false smile Ivy had noticed earlier, the one that didn’t reach his eyes.

      Someone set a drink in front of him. A half-pint of bitter—his usual order. Thomas picked it up without thinking, took a long swallow, and set it down.

      And Ivy saw it.

      A shadow.

      Not a physical darkness, but something else—a curl of bruised-purple magic clinging to the glass, invisible to everyone except those with the Sight. It slipped into Thomas’s mouth with the beer, sliding down his throat, settling into his chest like a seed taking root.

      “No,” Ivy breathed. “No, don’t⁠—”

      But this was memory, not reality. She couldn’t change what had already happened. She could only watch as Thomas laughed at something his teammate said, as he answered a quiz question incorrectly and shrugged it off, as the curse worked its way slowly and inexorably toward his heart.

      The shadow pulsed. Once. Twice.

      Thomas pressed a hand to his chest.

      The scene began to fracture, splinters of memory breaking apart like ice in spring. Through the gaps, Ivy caught flashes of other moments—Thomas, sorting through old letters, his hands shaking; Thomas, arguing with someone she couldn’t see, their voice distorted and distant; Thomas, standing at the edge of the standing stones, staring at the ancient rocks as though they held answers he desperately needed.

      And beneath it all, a taste. Bitter and metallic, like old pennies on the tongue.

      The curse’s signature.

      Ivy reached for more, trying to pull the fragments together into something coherent, but the dream was slipping away from her. Her energy was flagging, her grip on the vision loosening, and she felt Bram’s presence urging her back toward the waking world.

      Enough, he seemed to say. That’s enough for now.

      “Wait—” She reached for one last fragment, a glimpse of something important hovering just at the edge of perception. “The letter. I need to see the letter⁠—”

      The shadow loomed.

      It was sudden and terrible, a darkness that hadn’t been there a moment before. It rose up from the mist like a wave, formless and hungry, and Ivy felt a cold shock of recognition. This wasn’t Thomas’s memory. This was something else—something that had been hiding in the dream-space, waiting for her.

      IVY.

      Bram’s voice—his true voice, the one she only heard in dreams—cut through the darkness like a blade. She felt him wrap around her, a shield of white light and ancient loyalty, and the shadow recoiled.
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