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Toil and Trouble
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Fall is my favorite time of the year.

All the leaves are turning and falling to the ground, twirling and dancing with each other on their way down. The walk along Main Street to my shop is a colorful parade each day. Leaves rustle as the wind blows them to trail behind my feet.

Shops have placed pumpkins, festively colored corn, scarecrows, and all other manner of seasonal decor in their windows. The candymaker, Mx Cornetta, has already opened for the day and is out with a plate of samples. They're always wearing a long dress and an apron embroidered with seasonal designs, with their red hair pulled up in a high bun.

"Hello, Cornetta," I say, taking an orange-colored square from the plate, which has a variety of sweets. Some are even made to look like spiders and enchanted to move when you try to grab one.

"Good morning, Aren," they say with their full and bell-like voice.

As I carry on, I pop the sweet into my mouth. The spice of cinnamon and sweetness of pumpkin bursts on my tongue. I enjoy the lingering warmth of the spices while I walk.

My next stop is the cafe for my morning frozen coffee buzz. The inside of Cauldron's Bubble never seems to change. It's always got low lighting, with ceilings trimmed in fairy lights and branches and dangling beads.

The shop has a small assortment of books on divining arts, minerals and crystals, incense, and tarot cards. Madame Merle also offers tarot readings.

"Hey, Aren!" The baristo, Cole, grins and waves at me. Cole and his best friend Niko have been working at Cauldron's Bubble for a few years now.

"Hi, Cole." I wave back at him.

"The usual?"

"Add a dash of pumpkin spice today."

"You got it!"

Niko waves halfheartedly to me from behind the counter. His face looks a little pale, but it is early.

With my frozen coffee in hand, I continue on my way to my shop, sipping the sweet and spicy concoction while taking in the cool autumn breeze.

My shop, Toil and Trouble, comes into view.

It's a small, skinny building with a tall wooden entryway that's painted a faded grass green color. Above the door is my sign, an intricate wood carving with the shop's name, a witch hat, and the outline of a cat with its back arched upward.

My bell chimes as I open the door and flip my sign to "come in, we're open." Inside, the shop is narrow, but deep. A trio of old ashwood shelves stretch down the first half of the room, with the potions on the shelves that line the right side and reference books along the opposite side. The middle shelf is double-sided, with an assortment of premade charms and other trinkets facing the potions, while the magic mirrors face the books.

Beyond the shelves is my counter, a simple table with a lush, purple rug draped over it, and a small, old register that is out of date, but serves me well. A velvet curtain hangs behind the counter, obscuring my work area where my cauldron and other supplies are kept.

A meow calls from the counter. "You're late," Ji says.

"Oh, no one comes this early, Ji, and you know it."

Ji is a fluffy black cat with pumpkin orange eyes, and my faithful familiar and partner in crime since my induction as a certified witch at age fifteen. Ji is also agender and has no pronouns.

"And if I told you someone stopped by?" Ji licks a paw, eyeing me.

"I wouldn't believe you."

I walk along the book-lined shelf, running my hands along the leathery book spines as I check to make sure they're tidy.

"I guess you'll never know the truth, will you?" Ji's lips curl upward into a devilish grin that would look unnatural, were Ji a normal cat.

"The truth is you're a habitual liar."

"Am not."

"See? Another lie."

"There's something on your face," Ji says.

I turn to straighten the magic mirrors and check my reflection in one, even though I don't believe Ji. Until they are activated by a user, they're just normal mirrors. Nothing on my face. I smooth down my short hair and straighten my hat before stepping back and do a twirl, watching myself in the largest mirror. I like the way my cloak obscures everything, doesn't show any curves or bumps in any places. I feel cozy and comfortable in it. It feels right. I like how it makes me look and I don't have to wear a binder in it, either.

I'm infamous in Yverwood for wearing my cloak everywhere, every day, no matter the season. I love it so much, even the sweltering heat can't keep me from wearing it. That's probably why I love this time of year. Not too hot, not too cold. Perfect cloak weather.

The shop bell chimes. The dapperly dressed man who comes through the door brings a smile to my face.

"Hello, Mr. Wutherford."

His normally sour face softens a little as he lifts an arm in greeting. In his hand is a paper bag, no doubt containing fresh pastries from the local bakeries that appealed to him on his walk over.

"Good day, Aren," he replies, meandering down the aisles towards the counter, where I'm already pulling the spare stool out for him.

Robert Wutherford is a warlock, and a regular here at the Toil and Trouble. We've known each other since we were little kids. He came up to me and pulled my hair one day, and when I asked him why, he said he liked me. I said I didn't like him, and for some reason, that was the beginning of our friendship.

He's grown on me since then. We've since realized that he's as gay as they come and gray ace, and I'm a nonbinary lesbian, so we're much better friends.

Wutherford slumps on the stool and leans his elbows on the counter, a lax gesture for such an uptight-appearing man. His eyes are bloodshot, his messy curls of neck length hair extra messy.

"Up too late reading?" I ask, waiting for him to detail his latest tome while lamenting how boring things are here in Yverwood, as he has every autumn since our shared childhood.

"Hardly. I wish it were so," he says instead. My spirits sink internally. I can't say I'm always interested in his reading, but I do miss hearing about it. "I was working," he adds, then sighs.

I flick a hand and enchant the coffee pot to make him some coffee. He needs it.

"Does that have anything to do with the charms you keep asking for?" I have a policy of not prying, but Robert and I go so far back, I'm not uncomfortable doing so.

"Yes. Unfortunately. I shall require another of you, as soon as you can manage."

Warlocks can't make their own charms. The path a magic user decides to take determines their designation. While witches hone their magic skills to make charms, potions, and curses, a warlock focuses on magical divination, breaking curses, along with sensing and exorcising demons.

"I'll have it ready later today. Will that work for you?"

"Yes. I'll be back to pick it up, then."

"I hope they're helping. You've been at this for how long now? Since summer?" I set the finished coffee in front of him when the kettle finishes pouring and he sips it eagerly, heedless of the hotness.

After floating some plates over, I pull out the pastries and assess today's selection: apple cinnamon rolls, orange walnut danishes, and pumpkin chocolate chip muffins.

"They're quite essential, I assure you. I wouldn't be able to do the job without them."

I help myself to the pumpkin chocolate chip muffins first, while Robert takes the orange walnut danish.

"You know, you can tell me more about what it is you're doing, if you need someone to talk to, Robert. I think we're way past formalities, don't you?"

He bites into the danish to avoid answering me right away. His eyes aren't as bright as they were a couple months ago, and he's not as chipper as he used to be. Whatever he's doing is taking a toll on him. Why he needs a charm to see spirits remains a mystery to me. There are plenty of ghost whispers in town. In fact, he's just as close with one of them, Ezra, as I am. Surely, he could ask them for help.

"It's....complicated, Aren. I can't really say much about it."

I furrow my brows and purse my lips. "Well, if you want to talk about it, I'm here," I say, placing my hand over his. "I mean it."

"Thanks, Aren. Just knowing that helps." His smile is weak, but it's there, and that's what matters.

"Arennn, I'm hungry!" Ji proclaims, jumping on the counter and rolling over.

"You sure are demanding," I grumble as I make my way behind the counter, unlocking the chain on the supply closet and grabbing out the tuna. 

"Why do I have to eat like a cat? Can't I have some of that danish?" Ji paws at Wutherford's pastry, and he has to pull his arm back to avoid getting grubby toe bean germs on it.

"I don't think so, Ji," Wutherford says, chuckling.

"Ji, you are a cat. And you always turn your nose up at anything else I try to feed you after begging me for it until I give in." I make a face when I open the can and the strong scent of fish enters my nostrils. Tuna is not my favorite smell, but Ji loves it, so I endure. The things we do for cats. Even the annoying talking ones.

"Humph."

Ji jumps from the counter and walks over to the plate of tuna when I set it on the floor.

"I should go, I suppose. I've been up most of the night."

"Okay."

When he stands, I step in and pull him down forcefully for a one armed hug. He's much taller than me, so I have to yank him quite far.

"I mean it. If there's anything else I can help with, tell me. And try to get some more rest."

He pats my back and pulls away, nodding. "I will. You behave, too, mixxy." Robert points a finger at me in an attempt to be stern that just comes off amusingly, because he's smiling. "And you too, Ji. Don't cause too much trouble."

"I'm not trouble!" Ji says between slurps of tuna.

"Says the liar," I mumble.

"Good day, Aren." Wutherford gives a wave before heading to the door.

"See you later, Wutherford!"

I return to the counter and finish eating my muffin, savoring the spicy and sweet combination of the pumpkin spice and chocolate chips, truly one of the most heavenly combinations there is.

Ji jumps back on the counter and flops over again. "I wish he'd dish what he was up to with those ghost charms. Surely, he could get Ezra's help if he needed to talk to ghosts."

I give Ji some belly scritches absently. "I know. Whatever it is, it's something he has to do alone, I think."

The doorbell jingles and I glance up. Speaking of snarky whispers, Ezra themself walks in, dressed in skinny jeans, heeled boots, a loosely-fitted cardigan that drapes from their shoulders, and a crop top shirt that says I ain't afraid of no ghosts on it.

I stifle a snort as they push up their sunglasses, brushing back their waves of uneven brown hair from their forehead. Their selection of t-shirts always makes me snicker. Ezra claims that their partner, Addison, buys most of them, but I have my suspicions that Ezra likes and chooses some of them as well.

"How's it going, you two?"

"It's going. Help you with anything in particular today?"

"I need a magic mirror for one of my clients, and to restock on amplifying charms when you're able to. I'm getting low."

"Sure. Pick out whatever mirror you'd like. I can have the charms ready by tomorrow. Does that work for you?"

Ezra starts looking in the mirrors, as if that'll tell them anything about which would suit their needs best. They're all about the same once activated by the user, so I'm not sure what factors Ezra is using to make their choice.

"Yeah, that works." They grab a medium sized mirror with a black metal rim and step over to the counter.

"Say, would you know anything about Wutherford's current clients? He seems a bit worn out lately, and I'm worried about him."

Ezra's eyebrows raise for a second before they look away, biting their lip. "Oh, that. He asked me for some advice, when he first took the case on. I probably shouldn't say anything, if he 's not told you much."

"Oh." My face falls and I pout my lip.

"Why does he need to see ghosts?" Ji blurts out.

"To communicate with them, why else?" Ezra snaps, as if it's obvious.

"Why does he need to talk to them?" Ji asks.

Ezra sighs. "It's to do with his client. Don't ask me for the details. It's all his deal, some special arrangement he made with some frail guy who just moved to Yverwood not too long ago."

"A newcomer? We don't get too many of those," I muse.

"He had family here, from what I understand. He got a job over at the Adder's Fork. I'm sure you could scope him out if you're so worried about your dear Wuthy." Ezra smirks.

"Oh, shut up," I growl at them. But I store the thought for later. I am curious about the person who has Wutherford so occupied that he doesn't even whine about how boring everything is anymore.

Ezra sticks out their tongue. I take their coins and shove the mirror back at them without a bag.

"Hey, be careful or it'll break!" They whine.

"Sorry, all out of bags," I say.

"We just got some, and we're already out?" Ji asks, sitting up and peering behind the counter. The one time Ji decides to not lie. I roll my eyes.

"Fine, be that way." Ezra frowns, then snatches the leftover cinnamon roll from the counter. "I'll take this as repayment! Ha!"

"You do that," I say, crossing my arms and trying to frown, but I've started laughing, and so have they.

"Later, you two!" Ezra flips their sunglasses back down, whirls around, and heads out the door.

The bell chimes only a moment later. I bite back a sigh. I want to investigate this lead from Ezra like the nosy best friend I am, but it'll have to wait I suppose.

A short, younger looking girl walks in, glancing around like something is about to jump out at her.

"Hello, welcome to the Toil and Trouble."

She jumps and clutches her hands to her chest. "H-Hi."

"Is there anything I can help you find?"

"U-Um... I need a potion."

"Okay... What kind of potion?"

She pushes her round glasses up on her nose, red tingeing her cheeks. "W-Well...There's this girl..."

Ji prances over and jumps on my shoulder. "Does she want a love potion?"

"We don't make love potions," I say, half to Ji, half to the girl. She can't understand Ji. To her Ji will only be meowing, unless she's a witch or warlock.

"N-No...I don't need a love potion. I m-mean, she likes me already. I think."

"So what do you want then?" People can be so vague sometimes. I try not to seem impatient.

"To make her smile."

"Oh, that's easy!" Ji chimes in yet again. "A laughing potion!"

Jumping from my shoulder, Ji lands gracefully on the potions shelf, walking millimeters away from the bottles. Ji's tail brushes along the laughing potion.

I shake my head.

"What does she enjoy?"

The girl twirls her long, fine chestnut hair as she thinks on this. Her eyes light up. "There's this spot where we like to picnic together... but there aren't any flowers blooming right now because of fall."

"Ah, I know just the thing."

I walk to the end of the potions shelf and pull out a small key. The key goes to a small, rickety wooden cabinet that stands beside the shelves of potions. Less popular and more dangerous potions are stored inside.

The lock clicks as I insert and turn the key. As I pull the doors open, they creak miserably. I pluck a green potion from the shelf.

"Not that one," Ji interjects. "Remember the last time a customer used a grow potion?"

"It'll be fine," I mumble under my breath.

The grow potion Ji speaks of was one I made when I was still a budding witch. It had taken hours to wither the gargantuan vines and free the poor lady from her house.

I'm sure that won't happen again.

"What?"

"It'll be fine. This potion will make flowers bloom where you pour it. But only use a few drops, lest you'll have a whole jungle crop up."

I place the potion in her wobbly hands. She grips it tightly. "Right. Got it."

"That'll be five yve, please."

The girl pulls a five yve coin from her pocket. She clutches the potion to her chest as she exits the shop, the bell chiming on her way out.

Ji returns to my shoulder and I run my hand through Ji's flurry of soft, black fur.

"Are you sure that was the best potion to give her?"

"It'll be fine. I've done enough toiling over my cauldron since that last incident to have confidence my grow potion won't cause that kind of trouble again."

I grin confidently, and Ji grins back like a cheshire cat.

"Hope you're right, Aren."

I go to the door and put up the "Be Back Soon" sign on.

"Where are you off to?"

"The Adder's Fork."

"Lunch time already? Or are you interested in something else?"

"Oh, be quiet."

***

[image: ]


"HERE A BIT LATE, AREN'T ya dear Aren?" Freya, the tavern owner, says when I walk in, loudly announcing my presence to all. My body seizes up at her words until I recall the person I've come to inquire about doesn't know my name.

"I had customers," I say, which isn't a lie. "Say, Freya, did you hire a new guy recently? Someone who moved to town?" My voice is half whisper, so I won't be overheard.

"Oh, you must mean Reeser Morrigan. I hired Reese a couple months ago. He's such a sweet, dainty thing."

She seats me and gives me a menu, which I don't need to look at but I use to hide my face in. Peering out over my menu, I scan the tavern for my suspect as if I'm staking out a crime scene.

I spot my subject, one Reeser Morrigan (Reese for short), across the room. He's of slender build, with long, dark hair and eyes that are icy blue or slate grey, depending on how the light catches them.

All of the patrons smile and some touch Reeser's hand when they speak to him. Reeser stiffens when that happens, but smiles back all the same.

I wonder what it is that's ailing Reeser, and if Wutherford will ever tell me. As I'm pondering, Reeser sneaks up on me, and nearly scares me to death and back again in the process. I squeak and drop my menu.

"Oh! I'm s-sorry," he says.

"Oh no, it's my fault, I wasn't paying attention."

"What can I get for you?"

I look him up and down again now that he's up close. Reeser is totally, completely unimposing, sweet, friendly, and easily liked. I'll bet the poor man wouldn't hurt and fly, and if he did, he might just cry.

Oh, my dear Robert never stood a chance.

"Do you need a little more time?" Reeser stares at me, tilting his head in perplexment.

"Pumpkin spice pancakes," I blurt.

"Okay. Anything else?"

"Pumpkin spice coffee."

"Alrighty. I'll get that in for you." Reeser turns and walks back to the counter.

Yep, there's definitely something between those two. I sigh and lay my forehead on the table.

I guess Robert will tell me when he's ready to.

***
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I MAUNDER BACK TO MY shop, in no hurry to go back at this time of day, when it's usually dead. I spy the girl with the glasses walking ahead of me, another girl beside her, chattering to her with a smile upon her face, and wonder if that's flower girl.

Must be nice, having someone you want to make smile. All I've got is Ji, and most of the time I just want to put the cat out.

Ji is asleep on the bookshelves when I return to my shop. The cat's head lifts a fraction, eyes thin slits.

"Find what you were looking for?" Ji asks.

Shrugging, I make my way to the counter, Ji stretching and arching and hopping on my shoulder as I go by.

I start my hot water kettle for some afternoon tea, pouring it over my cinnamon spice chai when it's done. Wafting the steam from the cup to hit my nose, I inhale the aroma of spice. It tingles my nostrils yet is so comforting, the perfect scent for the fall season. Sipping carefully at my tea, I gaze out the window of my shop and watch for my next customer.

I don't know what the rest of the day will hold for me, or who will step through the door. Nor do I know why Robert's being so secretive, or why the normally gossipy Ezra is being tight lipped. I'm not even sure if the grow potion will work the way intended. Whatever the day brings, though, I'll be here, ready and waiting to take on the next challenge, be it big or small, simple or complex.
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​Flowers for Fara


​Chapter One
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***
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I watched Fara doodle flowers in the margins of her notebook during class, day after day after day. Days turned to weeks, weeks turned to months, and suddenly it was summer break. I missed my chance; I never once managed to say a word to her.

I sigh at the thought, one I've had several times since the start of break. My boysenberry swirl cone drips and tickles down my fingers, reminding me of its presence. In this heat time is of the essence, unless I want to be wearing my ice cream instead of eating it.

I watch people walk by me from the bench on the edge of the park as I work on whittling down my cone. Some are shopkeepers headed to open for the day on Main Street, others are dressed in business formal for a day's work.

A person with a fluffy one-eyed dog walks past me, the dog skittling to keep up with their tiny feet, brown floofs of fur blowing in their eye. Another person passes by in a long, purple cloak, which seems like it'd be a bit hot considering the temperature.

I wonder what Fara is doing right now? My cheeks flush at the thought, and that same sensation I get sitting next to her in class rushes over me. So many times I looked her way, watching her brilliant smile and admiring her tight curls of golden brown hair, hoping and dreading at the same time that she'd look my way too. She was always so nice and helpful to everyone. 

Drip, interjects my cone. I lick the sticky leak from my hand and sigh.

Restless yet listless, I stand, tired of sitting in the park. Down Main Street, more shops are starting to open. Walking along Main is my favorite activity because it is the most eclectic and colorful spot in Yverwood. The buildings are all different sizes—wide and long, skinny and tall—and no two are the same tint or brick color. 

There's a wide assortment of shops: candymakers, bakeries, cafes, weavers and seamsters, bookshops, and trinket sellers. Scents of summer waft from the shops; boysenberry and sunflower along with the ever present smell of cinnamon spice.

Past the shops is what’s referred to as the magicks district: the tarot reader, a fortune teller, potions shops, charms, a witchcraft shop, and lastly the warlock's shop.

I'm not sure what the warlock does; he only takes customers by appointment, and his windows are always shuttered and the storefront dark.

In the shop with the potions and charms—a witch's specialities—the cloaked person walks the aisles, then looks in the mirror, tilting their pointed hat, smiling, then petting the black cat that hops on their shoulder. Not for the first time, I contemplate going into the shop. Toil and Trouble, the sign says.

Maybe they could give me a potion to make me more confident, so I could talk to Fara. I shake my head. No, that's silly. That'd be too meddlesome of me. It is my own fate, my own future, though. If I never do anything, I'll never know what could be—if anything—between Fara and I. For all I know, she might not even be into girls.

I twirl my black hair around my fingers and worry my lip between my teeth. I've never liked a girl before Fara, and I'm not sure what it is I like about her. Is it her tight curls of hair, always worn down, and light brown skin with a smattering of freckles on her cheeks? Since she's always looking at the board, I haven't gotten a good look at her eyes. Some days she wears dresses, and other days colorful and festive leggings that show off her curvyness.

My stomach is doing flips just thinking about her. I mentally swat the butterflies and continue my walk, almost bumping into someone who's rushing by.

"Pardon me, dear," they say, then hurry to the warlock's door, unlocking it and slipping inside.

Is that the warlock? I've never seen him before. The door shuts too quickly for me to get a look inside. Oh well.

I sigh and try to push out my daydreams of Fara. Maybe by the time I loop back around the bookstore I like will be open.

Preparations for the summer solstice festival are in full swing. Banners are hung at every street corner, and all the shops are decorated with brighter colors—yellows and greens and bright blues. The perennials are starting to bloom and the days are getting hotter and more humid, and already seem longer.

With all the brightness around, I wish I could also be bright, but that's not the case. I'm lonely and melancholic because I don't see Fara every day at school anymore, and I keep wondering if we'll even be in the same class next year.

I really did lose my only chance.

She probably isn't interested anyway. Fara probably doesn't have any idea who I am. I look at my reflection in one of the shop windows as I go by, pushing up my round glasses and scrunching my nose. I'm wearing my hair in pigtails because it's hot, and it makes me look even more dorky than my typical bookish look.

I finish off my ice cream cone and keep walking. Someone comes out of the bakery with a stack of boxes, walking precariously. I pause to let them get by, when the boxes suddenly begin to tilt.

"Look out!" I call and lunge forward, putting my arms out and righting the boxes.

"Oh, thank you. I shouldn't have tried to carry them all at once," a sweet voice says.

I freeze, recognizing the voice. 

Fara's speckled face peers around the boxes at me, a warm smile on her face, her golden-brown eyes lit up. Her head tilts when she locks eyes with me.

"Don't we go to school together?"

I literally squeak, then hurry to cover up my mouth, opting to nod instead of attempting words again. Fara. Is talking. To me! And she recognized me from class! I'm shaking all over with this new revelation that I hadn't been completely invisible.

"Hallie, right?"

Holy ghosts, she knows my name? She knows my name!

I still haven't uncovered my mouth, so I nod vigorously.

"Could I trouble you for your help with these? I'm just going over to city hall with them."

I uncover my mouth. "Uh, s-sure," I say, still more mousy sounding than I want. With trembling hands I reach out and pull the top half of the boxes from the stack. "S-so... What're all these for?" I ask as we walk. I can't believe I'm talking to Fara! I hope I don't sound like a total dork.

"The solstice festival planning committee ordered some pastries for breakfast, and a few other breads and pies for the members to have as snacks while we work today."

"You're on the planning committee?"

"Yeah!" She looks over, beaming at me, and I nearly trip over my own feet at the sight. Her eyes flash with concern until I regain my footing, and I'm pretty sure I'm redder than pin cherries right now.

I'm so not used to this. Going from months of her not once glancing my direction to her full attention is overwhelming, but it’s also the most amazing and best stroke of luck I could ever  hope for. Now if only I can manage not act like a complete mess, I might have a chance with her yet. 

"Will you be coming to the festival?" Fara asks.

Of course, it's probably an idle chit-chat question like "nice weather we're having", done out of courtesy or formality, rather than out of genuine interest. 

"Uh, yeah," I blurt out, wincing at how blunt I sound. "And you?" I immediately realize how ridiculous that is.

Of course Fara would be there, since she just told me she's on the planning committee.
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