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      “By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.”

      I glanced up from where I was crouched behind the counter of my tea shop-slash-bookstore, The Earl’s Study, to focus on my full-time salesperson, Imogen Prater. I’d been doing an inventory of my loose-leaf teas to see what needed to be restocked and which seasonal summer teas I could further discount to make room for fall and winter blends.

      Imogen was staring out the front window, and while it was hard to see her expression from my position on the floor, her stiff demeanor told me I wasn’t going to like what she was looking at.

      Imogen didn’t usually bust out the Shakespeare quotes on a whim.

      The bell over our front door jangled, and I got to my feet, cursing my late-thirties knees and joints for slowly starting to turn on me. The moment I was standing, I wished I had stayed on the floor.

      The unmistakable bright red hair of Raven Creek’s resident busybody—and my self-declared nemesis—Dierdre Miller was standing in our foyer, shaking her umbrella off just outside the door.

      Raven Creek was nestled deep in the heart of Washington state, a good drive from both Seattle and any other nearby settlement. Aside from the small city of Barneswood about twenty minutes away, our closest neighbor was an old mining ghost town.

      That made our little town one of those places where everyone knew everyone, at least by sight, and Dierdre Miller made it her business to know everyone’s gossip as well.

      About a month ago, her nephew Dylan had finally had the grand opening of his artisanal soap and candle shop At Wick’s End just two doors down from The Earl’s Study, and unfortunately that meant Dierdre was showing up a lot more frequently as she ostensibly passed by on her way to pay him a visit.

      From all my encounters with Dylan—which had been admittedly scant—he seemed like a nice enough guy. He was in his late twenties, and was polite and friendly whenever he came around, though he did seem incredibly shy.

      It had to be hard transitioning his totally online business into a brick and mortar one, and I wondered sometimes if his nervous energy would be an issue when it came to making sales.

      The Earl’s Study had been undergoing the opposite transition over the previous year, as we tried to adapt to the changing times and get our books and tea available online. I was forever grateful to my full-time online retail employee, Daphne, for handling that aspect of the store, because she was an absolute whiz with online formats and social media. I swear she had single-handedly doubled our monthly sales. I made sure her pay reflected her efforts.

      Dierdre dropped her damp umbrella into the umbrella stand at the door and flashed a smile at us, though it was about as friendly as the toothy grin of a moray eel.

      “Ladies, how are you both this morning?” She wore a bright red raincoat that clashed horribly with her hair, and her mascara had smudged under her eyes. Normally I might tell someone about their melting makeup, but Dierdre wasn’t exactly my favorite person in the world. She’d figure it out eventually.

      “Morning, Dierdre,” I said to keep Imogen from saying what she was really feeling, because it probably would have been along the lines of fine until you walked in.

      Right now, Dierdre was being too smiley. Too nice.

      She wanted something.

      “Can I get you a cup of tea?” I asked, hoping she would decline. It was, however, definitely cup of tea weather. The calendar page had just flipped to October the previous week, and our almost too-warm September weather had vanished right along with it.

      I was a huge fan of fall, but the change had felt more abrupt than usual this year. Leaves were now changing at a steady clip, and as soon as the rain let up, Imogen, Daphne and I would get to work on the exterior Halloween display for the shop.

      Raven Creek was obsessed with holidays. It was one of the big draws that brought tourists out of their way to visit us, despite our remote location. The holidays were never subtle here, and that, combined with our town’s mishmash of incongruous European architecture, made Raven Creek an idyllic spot to visit any time of the year.

      Dierdre made a face at my offer of tea, then shook her head. “No thank you, Phoebe, though I’m sure you’ve whipped up something lovely for the season.”

      There were several good reasons why Dierdre was hesitant to eat or drink in my shop, so I didn’t hold the unintentional grimace against her.

      When I’d first arrived in town after the death of my beloved Aunt Eudora, having been left her house, her business, and her chubby orange tabby cat named Bob, I had thought that was the extent of the curveballs she had posthumously thrown at me.

      As it turned out, she had one more.

      Not only was I now a cat mom, but I was also a witch. It was something I was still adjusting to a year after finding out the truth, and sometimes when I worked magic it went a little… wrong. Dierdre had been at the receiving end of one of my first efforts to combine witchcraft and baking, and while I don’t think she really understood what had happened, she had been a little on edge in my shop ever since.

      Unfortunately, that hadn’t stopped her from visiting us three times this week already. Except this time, she definitely looked to be a woman on a mission. She also looked eager for us to ask why she was here, something I didn’t particularly want to indulge her in.

      “Did you want us to order a book for you?” Imogen asked.

      Bob, who had been dozing on one of the armchairs in the bookstore half of the shop, had come meandering into the foyer. Often, he would rub up against newly arrived customers by way of greeting, but he took one look at Dierdre and hissed.

      I covered my mouth to stifle a laugh.

      I guess I couldn’t force all my staff to be polite.

      Dierdre shot Bob an unfriendly look, which did nothing to boost my warmth in seeing her here. I hadn’t been a cat person before I inherited Bob, but I’d quickly come to realize that I trusted his opinion more than that of most humans I knew.

      Bob just fundamentally understood when people were no good and wasn’t afraid to be vocal about it.

      Still, Dierdre wasn’t evil; she was just mean, so I gently shooed Bob back into the bookstore, where he returned to his armchair. In the spot beside him, our daily regular Mr. Loughery was snoozing with a copy of a Patricia Cornwell book propped open on his stomach. A cup of Irish Breakfast tea was growing cold beside him.

      I’d much rather be in there with them than out here, but alas, my luck wasn’t that good, and I hadn’t yet found a spell that could block Dierdre from coming into the store.

      Dierdre straightened herself primly and seemed ready to get to the point of why she’d come. “As you know,” she began as if reading from a rehearsed speech. “Raven Creek is well known for our Halloween festivities. And as a member of the Town Council, it falls on me to make sure we are constantly finding new and innovative ways to draw tourists in for these major holiday events.”

      Imogen and I just stared at her, not sure if she needed us to interact with her, or simply listen to the speech like a good little audience. We both opted for the latter, though I gamely gave my head a quick nod to prove that we were paying attention. Maybe it would hurry her along.

      “I’m incredibly pleased to announce that I… we have outdone ourselves entirely this year.” She clapped her hands together delightedly, causing Mr. Loughery to awaken with a start in the other room, letting out a small oof of surprise.

      It was Imogen’s turn to fight back laughter this time.

      Dierdre did her best to ignore us, which for some reason only made me want to laugh more. I could sense a fit of the giggles was on the cusp of overtaking both Imogen and me and hoped that Dierdre would be gone before the unladylike snort laughing began.

      Dierdre chugged along, unstoppable. “I’m thrilled to say that Raven Creek has landed a very rare performance from the Seattle-based improv troupe Something Wicked, and they’ll be doing a one night only showing of both Edgar Allen Poe’s ‘The Raven’ and a stage adaptation of Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None.”

      I had anticipated Dierdre’s news would be a bit of a letdown, but this was anything but. When I’d lived in Seattle, my ex-husband Blaine and I had season tickets to the theater where Something Wicked performed. Their shows were high-energy, compelling, and often incredibly funny spins on old classics. Several actors from the troupe had gone on to become big Hollywood stars, and sometimes they would pop up for performances with no notice, making it an exciting gamble to know you could see an Oscar-winner or A-list comedienne in your performance of an improv spin on Hamlet on any given night.

      “Dierdre, that’s incredible. How did you manage that?” I wasn’t above giving her credit where credit was due. Something Wicked rarely travelled for engagements, and coming to a small town like Raven Creek would be a huge coup for the community.

      “Well, as it turns out, Dylan was dating one of the cast members when he was living in Seattle, and they remained quite close. He was able to pull some strings.” Apparently, Dierdre could give other people credit, as long as it doubled as an opportunity for her to brag about her beloved nephew.

      I wasn’t going to complain.

      “Are they the ones who did a performance of As You Like It while dressed as inflatable T-Rexes?” Imogen asked.

      I nodded eagerly. “I got to see that performance; it was incredible.” Reviews had been mixed as to whether it was genius or an abomination against the Bard, but I had been wheezing so hard from laughing I had to give it to the performers. It had been unforgettable.

      “That, of course, brings me to why I’m here.” Dierdre needed the attention back on her. “For starters, we are hoping you will display a sign prominently in your store’s window.”

      “Absolutely. We’ll put a few up around the store.”

      Dierdre rifled through her large purse and handed me a few papers, which were miraculously pristine, given that they’d been in her bag.

      She waited, and I wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted from me next, so I put the papers down on the counter and met her expectant gaze. “Was there something else?” I asked.

      “Yes, well… You see, while the Something Wicked crew will be performing ‘The Raven,’ it’s going to be up to locals to fill the roles for And Then There Were None. So, I’m counting on the staff of The Earl’s Study to turn out for auditions. Even if you don’t think you want to participate, we don’t want to seem like we’re poor sports, do we?”

      She handed me another paper, this one with audition details for later that week, and a place online to download the audition scene. I glanced over at Imogen, who I expected to be making some kind of face, but instead she grabbed the paper out of my hand and was immediately absorbed in the details.

      “I don’t think anyone wants to see me act, Dierdre,” I said.

      “And while I’m sure that’s true, Phoebe, I expect to see you there all the same.”
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      Dierdre left, back into the rain, taking her scathing last words with her, and once she was gone, Mr. Loughery toddled out of the bookstore, carrying his mug of tea, and joined us at the counter.

      “Did I hear that old Nosy Nancy say there were going to be acting auditions?”

      Imogen handed him the paper. “According to this, they’re casting all genders, ages, and races, so you and I both have a chance, Norman.” She beamed at him.

      “I’ll be the age, you be the beauty,” he said with a smirk, and for the first time since I’d met her, I saw Imogen blush. Mr. Loughery was too smooth. We had to find him a lady friend, lest his championship flirting skills go to waste.

      “Let’s make a deal,” Imogen said. “If you agree to audition, I’ll agree to audition.”

      Mr. Loughery mulled this over before giving a decisive nod and extending his hand for a shake. “Miss Imogen, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

      They shook on it, then turned and looked at me expectantly. I held my hands up as if to push their eager gazes away from me. “I wasn’t kidding; no one wants to see me act. I auditioned once for Fiddler on the Roof in high school, and they banished me to set design for the rest of the time I was there.”

      “That’s a musical, though,” Imogen protested. “Just because you can’t sing doesn’t mean you can’t act.”

      “One: ouch. Two: I promise you, for my own mental well-being, this is something I’m just going to have to sit out.”

      Imogen and Mr. Loughery were inflexible. They stood side-by-side, Imogen’s arms crossed, and Mr. Loughery’s brow cocked, and between the two of them, I was having a hard time coming up with a good excuse. I mean, there was no harm in auditioning—except maybe to my ego when I got rejected.

      Bob sauntered into the room and sat where he could see me, then let out a long mreeowwwww noise, as if he just wanted to participate.

      I threw my hands up in the air, then grabbed Mr. Loughery’s empty mug from his hand before offering up a handshake to the both of them. They high fived each other.

      “But when I get laughed out of the auditions, you two are responsible for the emotional damage, just know that.”

      Imogen held a hand over her heart. “I promise to bring ice cream and give you a pillow to scream into, but honestly, Phoebe, no one is going to laugh at you.”

      “Well, that remains to be seen.” I topped up Mr. Loughery’s Irish Breakfast and handed the mug back to him. It was one of our Earl’s Study branded mugs that he’d insisted on buying and asked to keep behind the counter for him.

      Ever since Mr. Loughery’s wife died, he’d been a staple in the bookshop, something that pre-dated even my ownership. He came in almost every morning, sat down with his tea and whatever mystery series he was working his way through, and stayed well into the afternoon. About half of that time was spent napping, but just having him around was a soothing presence. It also meant our staff were very rarely actually alone in the place.

      When I’d started to bring Bob into work with me, I’d worried people might not like to see a cat wandering around, but I’d been a hundred percent wrong to be concerned. For one, he had formed a fast friendship with Mr. Loughery, and the two tended to nap at the same time in their side-by-side chairs.

      The other bonus of having Bob around was it got people enthusiastic about having their own cats, which had inspired me to open Bob’s Place, a four-unit adoption center that let me take cats from the nearby Barneswood Humane Society and give them an opportunity to find new homes. It had been a slow start, but since we’d opened the adoption center in July, we’d had eighteen cats find homes—including one to my own home—and we had moved from having only two cats at a time up to four.

      We tried to bring in cats who got stressed out by the shelter environment, or were long-term residents, with the hope that a change of scenery would help them meet the right owners.

      And thanks to Raven Creek being such a tourist stop, we had adopted out cats to many people just passing through town. We had a handful from Seattle, one from Portland, and one as far away as Texas. Our success story corkboard was starting to fill up not just with photos, but with postcards from our cats’ new hometowns as well.

      Mr. Loughery and Bob returned to the bookstore, where they both paused outside the cat condos to say hello to our newest arrivals. There was a tabby cat named Junior, a tortoiseshell named Ginny, a white and orange cat named Mr. Greeves, and a shy but stunning long-haired white cat named Duchess. I didn’t think she was going to last long, but apparently, she’d been at the Humane Society almost a year, so her quiet personality must have been making prospective adopters nervous.

      The new cat I’d adopted over the summer—Coco—was a super shy girl, who still sometimes ran from the room when she heard me coming. But she did sleep with me at night and would let me pet her while we all sat on the couch, so we were making some slow but sure progress as a family.

      Really, it had been Bob who picked Coco, not me, but there had been no question about letting someone else have her when I realized how besotted my chubby cat was with her.

      Once Mr. Loughery and Bob had finished their rounds, they both went back to their respective chairs, and Mr. Loughery sneakily passed Bob a few treats. While we did have a sign posted that insisted Bob did not need any snacks, we let Mr. Loughery get away with it.

      A moment later I heard a shriek outside the shop and my attention pivoted to the large front window of the bookstore. The sound hadn’t been one of fear, but it was definitely the kind of noise that grabbed my attention.

      Someone paused in front of the shop with their camera out, seemingly unaware they were being soaked in the rain, and I briefly wondered if they were stopping to photograph Bob, which happened a lot. But no, Bob was sitting next to Norman, and both were staring out the window.

      The girl taking photos moved out of the way, and then three people bustled down the sidewalk. One was a tall, leggy blonde with purposeful steps, and the two people with her appeared to be trailing a step behind. One held an umbrella, and the other was carrying a tray of drinks in the signature pink cups of the Sugarplum Fairy bakery next door.

      As we watched the crew move down the sidewalk, the few pedestrians outside all seemed to stop and stare, making me wonder what was so special. Apparently, we were about to find out because the trio stopped at the shop door and soon the bell jingled to announce their presence inside.

      I returned to the main foyer of the store and then stopped dead in my tracks, immediately understanding what all the fuss had been about.

      Naomi Novak was standing in my bookstore.

      Naomi was one of the highest-paid comedic actresses in Hollywood, and easily the biggest success story out of Something Wicked. She’d appeared in some of the shows I’d seen in Seattle, so I liked to brag that I’d been a fan before she made it big.

      She was more stunning in person than on screen, and more gorgeous up close than when I’d seen her doing live theatre. She looked like a cross between Cameron Diaz and Florence Pugh, all radiant smiles, and perfect teeth.

      She was one of the biggest actresses in the world, and she was standing in my bookshop.

      I exchanged a quick glance with Imogen, who was trying to play it cool, but her wide-eyed expression told me that even she was a little impressed by the company.

      Naomi looked as if she was about to say something when the ring of a phone interrupted her. She shot an unimpressed look at one of the people lurking behind her—the one with the purse—and the assistant quickly answered the ringing phone.

      Naomi mouthed a friendly sorry in our direction as the flustered assistant passed the phone over to her. Naomi moved into the bookstore for a little more privacy, then the assistant who had been carrying the umbrella came up. “Do you have the new Brandon Sanderson?”

      Given Sanderson’s output, this was almost akin to asking if we had the new James Patterson, but there was a new edition of the fantasy author’s bestselling series that had come out the previous week, so I assumed this would be the title they were looking for. I grabbed one of the bulky tomes off our new release shelf and took it over to the till.

      The umbrella assistant beckoned over the purse assistant, and the purse assistant pulled out a wallet and handed over some cash to pay for the book. “Oh, and one of those tote bags. Ms. Novak loves to support small bookstores.”

      I dutifully rang up one of our totes and put the book inside.

      Naomi Novak herself emerged a moment later, looking so radiant and put together it was hard to imagine she had just come in from the rain. “So sorry, that was unbelievably rude of me. You have such a sweet store in here.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, not trusting myself to say anything else.

      She approached the counter where our featured teas were sitting and picked up the tin of Trick or Treat tea. She paused before she opened the lid.

      “There're no nuts in this, are there? I’m allergic.”

      I shook my head. “Totally nut free, but don’t open the Nutty Buddy beside it… uh… obviously.”

      She smiled, that megawatt smile I’d seen in a million movie trailers. “Thanks.” After sniffing the tea, she put the tin back and headed towards the door. The person who had been carrying her umbrella got it ready.

      “Hope to stop in again,” Naomi said cheerfully. “And maybe I’ll see all of you at the auditions.”

      Of course, Naomi had gotten her start with Something Wicked, so that explained why she was here. But still, when Dierdre said Something Wicked was coming, I don’t think I’d ever expected its biggest former member would be included in that. Shouldn’t she be off making a green-screen summer blockbuster with James Cameron?

      We all watched her go with stunned expressions, as if we could barely believe she’d been there. Less than a minute after she’d left, a small, bald man came through the door, his gaze darting around.

      “Was she just in here?”

      I didn’t bother pretending I didn’t know what he was talking about. “Yeah.”

      “What did she buy?”

      It was a weird question, but I supposed there was no harm in answering. I could see he had a cup from Amy’s in his hands already, so I suspected he was just trying to re-create Naomi’s day. It was… strange… but hopefully harmless.

      “The new Brandon Sanderson.” I pointed to the new release wall.

      He wasted no time at all darting over and grabbing a copy, bringing it up to the counter. As I rang him up, he continued to cast glances over his shoulder out the windows, like he was trying to see where she was going next. I didn’t recognize him as a local, but we always had our fair share of tourists here. He was probably just caught up in the excitement of seeing someone so famous in our little town.

      After he paid, he darted out the door in the direction Naomi had gone. I gave my head a shake and went back to work.

      

      The morning soon gave way to lunch, and while lunch was usually one of our busiest times of day, today the foot traffic had been decidedly slow thanks to the rain outside. Normally that might have bothered me, but rain wasn’t doing anything to dampen our online sales, so Imogen and I used the quiet lunch hour to enjoy some tasty sourdough—cinnamon raisin—and go through our inventory to find the books in stock people wanted to order, or to place orders for the items we didn’t have.

      Plus, we were still riding the unexpected high of seeing Naomi Novak in our store.

      At one, Daphne came in to start her shift and, seeing all the new spaces on the walls, she headed down to the basement to bring up a few new boxes of used stock.

      Earlier in the year I’d been lucky enough to win an auction of books from an estate sale, and we’d added thousands of titles to our inventory. The issue was they were all a mixed bag of titles and authors, so we didn’t add any of them to the website or store shelves until we catalogued them. It was a time-intensive process and one of the things Daphne seemed to love doing.

      She grabbed a barcode scanner and laptop and plopped herself on the floor outside the office with the books beside her. With her AirPods in, she was now on a planet of her own. Periodically I’d see her curly blonde hair start to bob and the soft sound of her singing Harry Styles lyrics would fill the store.

      I never told her she sang out loud because I thought it might embarrass her, but over the summer I’d seen her singing with a local cover band and she was a divine singer, her tone reminiscent of Stevie Nicks or Pat Benatar, a little gravelly, but full of emotion.

      She didn’t really talk about singing as a passion, but she was very good at it.

      Periodically as she worked, she would stop to take a photo of an interesting or funny book cover on her phone to then share to social media. Under Daphne’s efforts, we now had three bustling social media profiles going. There was the shop’s presence; there was one for the cat adoptions; and Bob had his very own profile called @bobthebookstorecat, and he was probably three times more popular than any of the others.

      Daphne’s expert management of our social media empire was part of the reason I’d been able to afford to give her full-time hours. And had managed to give both her and Imogen well-deserved raises.

      She certainly made it worthwhile, and she was a delight to have around. Customers loved her.

      During a break in the rain, Mr. Loughery put on his paperboy cap and returned his mug to the front counter, while shrugging on an old tweed jacket. “I think I’ll take my chances, ladies. See you tomorrow.”

      “Say hi to Frodo for us,” I said. His tuxedo cat Frodo was our first non-official adoption success story, and what had inspired me to open the cat condos in the first place.

      Mr. Loughery grinned and gave us one last wave before heading out into the misty afternoon. It was so dark from the rain clouds overhead that it might as well have been evening already. Not long after Mr. Loughery left, a huge clap of thunder rattled the windows with an astonishing boom.

      The three of us all looked outside, and Bob scurried under his chair, wide eyes peering out towards the large front window. Imogen went to the door to get a better look; I think we were half expecting to see a car crash. “He made it to his car okay,” she announced.

      From behind the counter I sighed, both from relief and from the frustration of the day. “Ladies, I think I’m going to call it early. We don’t need three of us here, and Bob looks ready to climb the walls. You think you guys can handle the rest of the afternoon? Feel free to close early if it stays like this.”

      Imogen glanced around the completely empty shop. “Yeah, I think we can manage it.”

      From her place by the office, Daphne smirked. “It’s pretty busy. I’m not sure.”

      “I thought we were a bookstore, not an amateur comedy club,” I countered. “Bunch of jokesters in here.” I loaded an extremely puffy and stressed Bob into his little bubble-domed carrier, and exited through the back where my car was parked.

      I actually had an ulterior motive for wanting to leave early, one I wasn’t willing to discuss with the girls thanks to its witchy implications.

      Over the summer, I’d been bedevilled by my magic powers acting up all on their own. As the result of a spell cast by two much stronger witches than me, I had an opportunity to share a bit of a spiritual one-on-one with my dead aunt. My friend, Honey, had insisted this was just a version of my aunt who lived in my memory, but some of the things Eudora had said when I was in my disembodied state made me think it was really her.

      Aside from a much-needed pep talk on how to fix my glitching magic, she’d also said something else.

      Something that made me think she’d left something for me in the house.

      It wouldn’t be the first time she’d made me play hide-and-seek. When I first moved into Lane End House, I’d ended up locating a secret stash of property deeds in an old family album. Those deeds meant I owned almost all the buildings on Main Street, something that only a scant handful of people knew.

      I didn’t want my friends and neighbors to know I was their landlord. My property management company took care of all that, and we kept the rent as low as humanly possible, while funnelling any extra proceeds into a town improvement fund.

      That was part of the deal with how Eudora had been allowed to buy the properties so cheaply from their original owner, and I kept things status quo.

      But in my dream state, she had told me the deeds weren’t the only thing she’d hidden for me in the house, and that when I found the other surprise, I would know.

      I’d spent months so far looking through the house, and while I’d managed to organize several of the spare bedrooms, I still hadn’t found the hidden secret.

      Now all I had left was the attic, and I was a woman on a mission.

      Today was going to be the day I discovered my Aunt Eudora’s secret.
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      As soon as we arrived home and I released Bob from his carrier, he made a beeline for the living room and wriggled his chubby butt underneath the couch. I knew my furry companion pretty well after the last year we’d spent together and figured he had probably torn a hole in the lining under the couch to make himself a little hidey hole in the coiled interior.

      I also felt confident that he had shown Coco his secret hiding spot, because I’d often see her skulking in and out of the living room when she was trying to avoid being perceived.

      Right now, there was no sign of the small calico cat, so I was willing to guess the two of them were curled up inside together, keeping each other safe from the storm.

      As if on cue with my thoughts, lightning illuminated the room and was followed shortly thereafter by a loud boom of thunder that I could feel in the floorboards. The storm was close.

      Since it wasn’t uncommon for us to lose power during big storms thanks to our remote location, I put off my mission to explore the attic long enough to get the house prepared in case I’d be spending my evening in the dark. I started a fire in the big fireplace that opened into both a large sitting room and also the kitchen.

      When Bob wasn’t being a literal scaredy cat, the hearth by the kitchen side of the fireplace was his favorite place to spend time. Since getting Coco, I’d added a bed for her next to his, and when I would sometimes wander into the kitchen to find them both wedged together in one bed, I couldn’t stop myself from stopping to take a few photos. The cuteness levels were on overload.

      I’d worried that getting a second cat would upset the dynamic Bob and I had, but it hadn’t seemed to have a huge impact. He did like to spend time with Coco, but that was time he might normally have spent napping, so our quality moments together weren’t lessened.

      And Bob was a real mama’s boy, so he was inclined to want to be with me above all other options. I was glad he still wanted to go to the shop with me every day. I gave him the choice, of course, by setting his carrier out by the door in the morning. Every day he pawed at it, waiting to be let in.

      I think I’d have been heartbroken if he’d decided he would rather not come.

      In an ideal world, I would have loved to bring Coco along, too, but I didn’t think she was ever going to warm to being a bookstore cat. People scared her, noises scared her, and it was probably best for both of us that she stayed home where she felt secure and protected.

      She didn’t seem to mind being left alone during the day. It was probably a nice break from Bob loving on her whenever they were together. The poor cat had never been better groomed in her life.

      After the fire was lit and the warm glow started to fill the kitchen, I made myself a cup of my new fall tea blend. I’d mixed chocolate peppermint with cinnamon and cloves, giving the tea a vibe of the way late fall felt before shifting into winter. I wasn’t sure I’d perfected the recipe yet—I was still new to making my own teas, that had been Eudora’s area of expertise—but I knew I was close to this one being ready to sell.

      With my tea in hand and a battery-operated lantern at my side in case the power went out while I was upstairs, I headed to the attic. Lane End House, the old Victorian house I’d inherited from Eudora was large enough I might hazard to call it a mansion, but I didn’t know the definition. What I knew was that it had a metric ton of unused bedroom, it took forever to vacuum, and the attic was actually kind of cool.

      Instead of being tucked away behind a pull-down ladder, the attic in Lane End House had a narrow staircase leading up to it, and I suspected the space might once have been quarters for service staff. There were several bedroom-sized rooms, and a common area space between them, as well as a tiny kitchenette with functional running water. There wasn’t a bathroom on the attic level; otherwise, it could have been its own self-contained apartment.

      Not that I was thinking of renting out. I had enough property to worry about on Main Street without taking on tenants at the house.

      And the truth was, after being married, I sort of liked living alone.

      Or as alone as I could be with a permanent orange shadow.

      The faint sound of click-clack on the hardwood floors told me two things: Bob had followed me upstairs, and two, I needed to trim his claws.

      That was decidedly not our favorite activity; neither of us enjoyed the process, but it was a necessary evil if I wanted to keep him from sharpening his murder mittens on every nearby chair or drape.

      I let him go up the steps ahead of me as I opened the door for him, and we entered into the musty-smelling attic together. On a day when it wasn’t pouring rain, I would really need to open up the windows here to let in some much-needed fresh air.

      Bob made a huffy sneezing sound, then meowed at me once before wandering off to explore and see if there were any toys or blankets he might be able to claim as his own. So far in this exploration, we’d found almost as much stuff for Bob as we had found things I needed to offload at a local antique store.

      Once I finally figured out what Eudora had hidden for me to find, I would ask someone to come in and appraise the items, then find a place to sell anything I didn’t want to keep.

      Eudora had so many things, I don’t think she expected me to hang on to every one of them. At some point, the house had to become mine.

      The attic was especially dark thanks to the grim weather outside. Whenever lightning flashed, I could see the outlines of cardboard boxes and plastic tote bins in every direction I looked.

      There was a very good reason I’d left the attic for last.

      “Oh boy,” I muttered under my breath as I navigated around some boxes to get to the light switch. There was only one light in the main area, and it was dimmed by a very pretty Tiffany-style cover, so the room still felt pretty dark.

      I kept the lantern by my side, not wanting to have to stumble through the minefield of boxes to find it if the power did happen to go out. The air in the attic was cooler than down on the main floor, but not downright cold. Still, I was grateful to be wearing a sweater.

      “Where should we start, buddy?” I asked Bob, surveying the landscape around me. My mission this afternoon was twofold. One, try to find whatever mystery item Eudora had left for me. And two, create some kind of system so I’d know what was up here.

      That latter part was probably going to take me longer than one afternoon of work, but I was hoping I could use the four former tiny bedrooms as storage zones, which might help me streamline the various seasonal decorations and other assorted antique goodies she’d collected over the years.

      A lot of the stuff up here, I suspected, pre-dated even Eudora’s time as the house’s owner, and probably went back through several generations of the Black family, my father’s ancestors.

      I was only Phoebe Winchester by marriage, and I’d kept the name because changing all my legal documents again sounded like an expensive annoyance. No matter how I felt about the man who I’d taken the name from—my ex-husband, Blaine—I didn’t actually dislike the name itself.

      I’d lost a lot of things in the divorce: my home, my friends, the life I’d thought I would be living for the rest of my earthly years. But things have a funny way of working out exactly as they’re meant to. If Blaine hadn’t cheated on me with a waitress, I likely never would have moved to Raven Creek. I wouldn’t be living the gorgeous, idyllic life I lived now, and that would be a real tragedy.

      Of course, being surrounded by a veritable box fort didn’t feel like much of a blessing at the moment.

      I heard delicate tip-tapping up the stairs and saw Bob’s ears perk up. A moment later Coco appeared, her demeanor cautious, bordering on anxious. She spotted me and seemed to briefly consider dashing back down the stairs until Bob approached her and gave her a generous grooming on her face. This relaxed the younger cat enough that she hopped up onto a nearby box overflowing with old blankets and started to make biscuits until she was comfortable enough to lay down.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

      Maybe this was going to be a good afternoon after all.
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      Five hours later, I was coated in dust and waiting by my front door for the pizza delivery guy to arrive. I was no closer to uncovering Eudora’s secrets, but I had uncovered about twelve boxes of vintage magazines from the fifties and sixties, all in premium condition.

      I had sorted through multiple boxes of clothing that likely went back two or three generations and had divided them into piles for regular thrift disposal and for more high-end antique or online reselling.

      Maybe it might be worth it for me to enlist Daphne to help me set myself up on eBay. She was such a whiz with these things I could probably pay her by the hour to help me photograph and post a lot of items rather than deal with an agent or reseller.

      But that did sound like an awful lot of work, even with assistance, so I put a pin in the idea to see how I felt later.

      Every time I opened a new box, I’d hope to see personal letters, journals, a blinking sign that said Phoebe, this is what you’re looking for, but so far it was just tons and tons of stuff. I was surprised the house was still standing under the weight of so much accumulated personal debris from my family.

      And now here I was, the curator of the museum of our lives.

      I didn’t know whether my dad or my brother Sam would want anything, but I figured if I stumbled across any items that might tickle their fancy, I would set them aside. I’d been here a year and neither of them had asked for anything to this point, so I doubted there were any items in the house they were dying to get their hands on.

      I had a lofty ambition of inviting Sam and my parents to Raven Creek for Christmas, so it gave me a deadline for getting everything cleaned up. I had plenty of room for my family to stay comfortably, and it would be our first time getting together since my divorce, and I really wanted to show them I was doing okay.

      Selfishly, I also kind of wanted to introduce them to the new people in my life, and more specifically to Rich Lofting.

      Rich was a private investigator who lived over the bookstore. We’d grown up playing together during the summers I had spent here with Aunt Eudora, and we’d fallen back into each other’s orbits since I’d moved back.

      The last few months, our will-they-or-won’t-they romantic entanglement had become a lot more they will, and we were tip-toeing our way to being a—gasp!—couple. We still hadn’t had any conversations about our status, which felt like too high school of a discussion for two divorcees in their late thirties, but we spent an awful lot of our spare time together smooching and watching old movies, so I had a feeling he wouldn’t be opposed to being considered my boyfriend.

      A knock on the door drew my attention, and I opened it to collect my piping hot pizzas from the delivery driver, giving him a big tip since the weather was starting to feel extra frigid outside.

      My favorite local pizzas were in the nearby town of Barneswood, but a new pizza place had opened in Raven Creek about a month earlier, and the convenience was too much to resist.

      I had to be up early to get back to the shop, but I still wanted to put in at least another hour or two in the attic before calling it a night. Coco was still up there, fast asleep on the blanket box, though Bob had followed me downstairs. I took my pizza and a glass of rosé up to the attic level and propped one hand on my hip while I surveyed the space again.

      “How did it get messier?” I asked the empty room.

      It is a truth universally acknowledged that a space in want of a good tidying must get infinitely messier before it actually looks good. We were definitely in the disaster phase right now.

      I set the pizza down on a stack of boxes and ate a slice. Pepperoni and sausage with banana peppers. Yummmm. It actually gave me a great idea for a savory sourdough loaf I’d like to try. I was betting the flavor combo would be a hit, especially if I topped with burrata and a little red pesto.

      My stomach rumbled even though I was already in the process of feeding it.

      Outside, the storm raged on, with bright lightning periodically filling the one small window before the house rattled with thunder. At least I wasn’t seeing any unexpected leaks anywhere, which was absolutely a blessing in a house this old. I’d had to do my fair share of repairs on the place already, since Eudora hadn’t been physically well enough to do them before she passed, but I didn’t even want to imagine what it would cost me to get the roof redone.

      I put that horrific thought out of my mind, not wanting to accidentally manifest anything, or have my magic go haywire in an unexpected way. I’d recently learned that stress and magic were terrible bedfellows, and while I’d solved my wonky magic problems, there was no saying what might happen in the future. I didn’t feel like tempting fate.

      I was about halfway through both the pizza and a large box of baby clothes when a clonk sound filled the house and the lights went off. The sound of silence that follows a power outage was always strange to me. You rarely paid attention to the day-to-day noises of your house like the furnace or fans or the buzz of lightbulbs and refrigerators until you could no longer hear them.

      Lane End House was quiet as a tomb, with only the sound of rain pattering overhead and the rumble of thunder. I wove my way through the boxes by feel until I got to the window and looked outside, where it appeared the power was out as far as the eye could see.

      Super.

      If the whole town was out, it meant something had gone wrong at the main power… thingy… and we might be out of power for hours. I rarely used the fireplace in my bedroom, but this was shaping up to be a good night to do it.

      My phone buzzed, still getting data even if it wasn’t getting Wi-Fi. A text from Rich brought a smile to my face.

      You in the dark?

      Constantly, I replied. But at present, also literally.

      He sent back a laughing emoji because we were both elder millennials, and Gen Z could not convince us to change our ways this late in the game.

      You and the kitten crew okay? Got everything you need to stay warm?

      I knew he didn’t mean it in any kind of double entendre way, yet my cheeks still flushed and I was tempted to write back something a little cheeky. But the truth was, I was pretty tired, and inviting Rich over wasn’t going to be in the cards tonight, no matter how well-intentioned the offer was.

      We’re okay. Got the fires going. Are you okay? I realized he was all alone above the shop, and he didn’t have the nice option of just throwing some logs on to keep the place warm.

      I’m totally comfy at the moment, and I have a propane heater if things get too cool, but don’t worry, if I start freezing to death I’ll knock on your door.

      Is that a threat or a promise?

      He sent back a winky emoji and a devil emoji, and my heart did a little flip-flop. Who said you needed romantic sonnets to woo a lady?

      Sleep tight, he wrote.

      You too, don’t freeze; I want to keep you around in thawed form.

      I’ll do my best.

      I slipped the phone back into my pocket, smiling like a lunatic, when I noticed something on the floor. At first, I thought it must be a reflection from some light outside, until I remembered there was no light outside. Bob seemed to notice it too, because he was sitting beside the place on the floor, his orange tail swishing and his attention entirely focused on the wooden floorboards.

      Because something under those floorboards was glowing.

      It was subtle, a white-blue light bleeding out through the fine lines of the flooring, something you likely wouldn’t notice unless it was pitch black, and it had also been buried under several boxes for the last however long.
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