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"Edwina, there's a problem." A tinny voice echoed from her phone. 

Edwina paused in the middle of rolling out pie crust. Her apron was covered with flour. Her hands were covered with flour. Her phone—sitting on top a cake stand in a vain attempt to keep it clean—was covered with flour. And she was about to cover whoever was on the other end of the line in flour.

"Who's this?" she shouted, whipping her long, iron gray braid behind her and groping for a kitchen towel to wipe off the flour. Good thing she was wearing one of her favorite multi-colored broomstick skirts. It was surprisingly good camouflage against baking catastrophes.

"No need to shout, Edwina. Just turn on the speaker."

"Oh, right." She glanced around the empty diner, the booths and tables clean and shining within an inch of their lives, waiting for her to open. Nobody there yet to listen in on her conversation. Besides, with Jupiter—the cook—clanging around in the kitchen, it was a wonder anyone could hear anything. She pressed the speaker button, and repeated, "Who's this?"

"It's Ronny, your contractor."

"Oh, hi, Ronny," she said, dashing a little more flour on the wooden rolling pin and continuing with her rolling. She had three more pies to get in the oven before Norma’s Diner opened for business—she glanced up at the vintage Kit-Cat Klock—which was in about 30 minutes. "I'm in the middle of making pies. What is it? Norma's Diner patrons wait for no man."

"Well, there's something of a problem here, Edwina." Ronny’s voice had a whiny, nasal tone to it which set her teeth on edge. 

There was a time in a woman’s life when whiny men turned her homicidal. Edwina had passed that age some time ago.

"What sort of problem, Ronny?" she asked testily. She'd only hired Ronny Marks as a contractor for her attic project because he came recommended by Virgil, her friend and the owner of Pink Lady Donuts. She and Virgil were going to have words after this.

Ronny was supposed to have finished the job in two days. Now it had been two weeks, and her patience was wearing thin. Anyone with any brains knew that testing a witch was a bad idea. Unfortunately, Ronny seemed to be short on brains.

"Ronny, like I said, I'm in the middle of making pies. I will be there when I'm done." She kept her tone firm and her mental string of impolite epitaphs to herself. It wouldn’t do to let an insult slip and have Ronny quit on her. Or paint her walls magenta.

"Sorry, Edwina, this won't wait. Either you come here now, or I walk off the job." And he hung up.

"Rude." She stared at her phone. Maybe she should have insulted him.

Well, he could walk off the job if he wanted. She would grab him by the ears and drag him back, kicking and screaming if she had to. Edwina Gale was not a witch to be trifled with.

Everybody knew that. Even Fred had got the message. Eventually. 

She went back to her pie dough. She had her priorities. She couldn’t just leave flour and such all over the diner counter. Folks had to eat there. She should probably make the pies in the back, but Jupiter didn’t like anyone getting underfoot while he was cooking, and she preferred the peace and quiet of the empty diner for her pie making.

The bell above the front door jangled as Fred walked in. Speak of the devil. Drat. She’d forgotten to lock the front door, although Fred tended to ignore things like closed signs or rules about appropriate dress codes. Which was the core of their whole contentious relationship.

Edwina had bought the diner—already named Norma’s—shortly after arriving in Deepwood, Oregon twenty years ago. It had been her dream to own a retro diner after she retired from the military, and Norma’s had been perfect with its cozy vibe and wood-paneled walls. She’d kept the pendant lights and red faux leather booths and inherited most of the patrons. She often wished she hadn’t inherited Fred, even if he had come in handy on at least one of her investigations. 

"What's the matter there, Edwina? You look like you could chew nails." Fred said, plopping onto his regular stool at the counter. At least this time he was wearing something—a fluorescent green muumuu. 

Fred had a penchant for walking around the place—and sitting on her stools—naked. He had often made the argument that this was a free country, and he could do as he liked. She’d made the argument that if he didn’t get his shriveled plums off her barstool, she was going to zap them with magical current. They’d eventually come to an agreement that while in her diner, he would cover said plums. Hence the muumuu.

She placed her perfectly rolled pie dough into a waiting pan and started on another. "I'm in the middle of having some renovations done at my house."

"Well," said Fred slowly, plucking a cinnamon flavored toothpick from the holder next to the cash register and sticking it in his mouth, "all I can say, Edwina, is, I sympathize."

"As well you should, Fred. As well you should." She placed the second crust in its pan and moved on to rolling out the third.

"Where's Maisie?" he asked, glancing around as if the woman would suddenly pop out from the woodwork.

Maisie was Jupiter’s wife and served as the diner’s waitress and manager. The two of them had already been working at Norma’s when Edwina took over. She’d kept them on, of course. She would have been stupid not to. Maisie had a magical way with baking, being a kitchen witch, and was also a whiz at hospitality. She may be tiny, but she was mighty, and she could sort out even the most difficult patrons. If there were any she couldn’t handle, she’d just call Jupiter out of the kitchen. Not only was he the several greats-grandson of a demi-god, but in addition to making a mean burger, he made Mr. Clean look scrawny. The minute a drunk on a tear spotted him, they tore right out of the diner. Nobody messed with Jupiter... or Maisie, by association.

"Maisie’s coming in later. What do you need, Fred?"

"Coffee," he said. "But you seem a mite bit busy there, Edwina. Mind if I help myself?"

"Go ahead. You know where it is." There was no point arguing with him. He’d just do it anyway. Besides, it would save her the trouble.

Fred's flip-flops made a splock, splock, splock sound on the tile floor as he came around behind the counter, poured himself a cup of coffee, and then flip-flopped his way back to his stool.

"What kind of pie you making, Edwina?"

"Cherry," she said.

He dumped a ridiculous amount of sugar in his coffee, gave it a stir, then took a sip. All without removing the toothpick from his mouth. It was a wonder he didn’t stab himself in the throat. "Mmm, I can't wait. I love me some cherry pie."

"Most people do, Fred." She’d only ever met one person who didn’t like cherry pie, and he’d been a diagnosed psychopath, but that was another story. She ran into all sorts, working for the Witch Council. 

"So what's this problem you got with Ronny?" Fred took another sip of his coffee, frowned, and dumped in more sugar.

She gave him a sharp look. "How did you know I hired Ronny?"

He shrugged. “There are only two contractors that the supernaturals in this town hire. Sam Gustavson—who is currently on vacation in Barbados with that siren who was visiting from Miracle Bay—and Ronny Marks.”

“I take it you know Ronny?”

"Everybody knows Ronny, Edwina. And most people know better than to hire him."

Edwina frowned, not exactly thrilled that an eccentric nudist was chastising her. "Virgil said Ronny did a great job remodeling his rumpus room."

"Nobody calls it a rumpus room anymore. Besides, Virgil is a person who finds it hard to say anything mean about anybody," Fred pointed out with exasperating accuracy.

"That's true," she admitted. Virgil was a lovely man, but he had definitely not inherited the predatory nature of his saber-toothed tiger shifter ancestors.

She placed the last pie dough carefully in the final pie tin, divided the cherry filling between all three, and then laid the lattices carefully on top, neatly crimping the edges. Three perfect pies, ready for the oven. Edwina had always loved baking, especially pies. There was nothing more satisfying than turning out the perfect pie. Unless maybe it was putting a supernatural criminal behind bars.

"Those sure are pretty, Edwina."

"Thanks. Excuse me one moment while I pop them in the oven."

He lifted his mug of coffee as if in salute. 

Edwina went back to the kitchen—ignoring the growls coming from Jupiter who was wrestling with the meat grinder again—and popped the pies in the large ovens. She grabbed cleaning supplies on the way back so she could clean off the counter. She needed to get to the house before Ronny took off for good.

"Here's what you need to know about Ronny, Edwina," Fred said over his mug as she proceeded to wipe up the flour that was scattered over the counter.

She used to ignore Fred’s inane mutterings, but she’d recently found that while he was often full of hot air and nonsense, sometimes he had flashes of insight that were well worth listening to. "Go ahead."

"Ronny has a real fear of the supernatural."

"But he's supernatural himself," Edwina said, spraying down the counter with cleaner. "Well, if you call being a were-chinchilla or whatever supernatural."

"Shifter bunny," Fred said dryly. "That man has zero ability to withstand any amount of stress. Which is not a good thing to have in a contractor. Particularly one who works with other, more powerful supernaturals."

"No, I don't suppose it is," Edwina said, carefully taking off her apron and balling it up so she didn’t get flour on the floor. "Well, you enjoy your coffee. I got to get going."

"What do I owe you then, Edwina?"

"Nothing, Fred. It's on the house. You've been mighty helpful. If you wait around a bit, Maisie can get you a slice of pie when she gets in." She glanced at the clock again. “Should be about fifteen minutes. If you’ll watch the front until she gets here, you get that slice for free.

Fred beamed ear to ear. "Thanks, Edwina. You have a nice day."

"Oh, if only, Fred. If only."

***
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EDWINA WAS HALFWAY home when her phone rang. She pushed a button on her dash, and the call came over the speakers.

“Did you tell Fred he could have a piece of pie on the house?” Maisie demanded, her voice echoing in the small space. 

“I did.”

“Well, it’s your funeral. Now he’s going to want free pie every dang day.” And she hung up without further ado. Her voice was immediately replaced by Billy Idol screaming, “More, more, more!”

Unfortunately, Maisie was probably right. Still, it was only fair. One good turn deserved another.

She turned down one of Deepwood’s narrow side streets, lined with large old oak trees which turned it into a shady, green tunnel. The cozy little houses had all been built in the 1920s and ranged from the popular Portland Craftsman style to basic bungalows. Lately, everyone had gone gaga for monotone everything, and most of the houses had been painted gray or white. Boring. Her own home had been a rusty red to match the brick frontage around the porch. She’d finally gotten around to repainting, and she was certain her neighbors had hoped for more monochrome. She, however, was not a monochrome sort of person, so she chose something called Blue Odyssey. Not only did the beautiful deep, muted blue-purple color stand out among the boring grays, but blue was also the color of protection, perfect for the home of a witch.  Edwina arrived home to find Ronny Marks, arms crossed over his chest, standing on the front porch of her small Tudor-style cottage with a glare that could melt the Wicked Witch of the East—if that whole book hadn't been utter nonsense.

"Edwina, you got a problem," he said, not moving a muscle as she got out of the car. Framed in the brick archway, he should have looked formidable, but it was hard to take a man seriously when he was dressed in a Marvin the Martian t-shirt.

Shifters often had some sort of resemblance in human form to their inner animals. For instance, wolves tended to be lean with angular features and sharp eyes. Bear shifters were big and hairy and tended to lumber when they walked. Foxes were usually on the smaller, sleeker side with reddish hair. And so on.

Supposedly, Ronny was a rabbit shifter, but he had one of those big, barreled chests with an accompanying beer belly and thick, meaty arms and legs—probably because he spent so much time working on renovations. If she hadn’t known he was a rabbit, she’d have assumed bear.

Then again, he spent half the time he was supposed to be working complaining about the renovations, so who knew? In any case, Ronny was one of the rare cases where his human form looked nothing like his animal one.

"So, Ronny," she said, climbing the two concrete steps to her porch, wincing as her knee gave a twinge. It was stiffening up lately more than she liked. She really needed to get back into yoga. She simply hadn’t had the time lately between running her diner, which was getting increasingly busy, and working for the council. "What's the problem?"

"This way." He opened the arched door.

As she stepped inside, her raven familiar, Poe, let out a croaking, “Ronny Marks. Ronny,” from his perch near the arched living room window. He liked having a good view of the street so he could spy on the comings and goings of the neighborhood.

“Thanks, Poe,” she said. “Extra peanuts for you tonight.”

Ronny slid the large, black bird a suspicious look. “Thought only parrots could talk.”

“There are other bird species that can mimic human voices. Ravens don’t, typically, but Poe is my familiar.” And any time someone entered her home, Poe let her know. He was better than any alarm system.

Edwina had been a witch her whole life, over sixty years, but she’d never had a familiar until just recently. She’d arrived home one day to find a raven perched on her porch rail. He’d followed her inside, croaked out, “Poe,” and then swooped up to perch on the top of her bookshelves. He’d been with her ever since.

“Whatever.” Ronny shrugged, but by his expression, he clearly thought she was weird.

She followed him up the narrow steps to the drafty attic where he was supposed to be installing proper insulation and drywall. Her attic had been unfinished since she moved in, but she loved the steep pitched roof which formed a high peak and the small arched windows which let in just the right amount of light. It had a whole perfectly witchy vibe. She wanted to turn it into her spell room, a place where she could practice witchcraft and store sensitive documents, like records of her work for the Witch Council and stories from her time in the supernatural unit of the military. Those sorts of things. Things that normal folks should not get their hands on.

That was the whole reason Ronny was here, renovating the attic. It needed to be something comfortable that she could use year around and wouldn’t cost a fortune to heat.

She cast her gaze around the large room. It didn’t look like Ronny had done much of anything. There was a pile of sheetrock along one wall and a couple of sawhorses had been set up in the middle of the room. Only about half the attic was insulated so far. What had Ronny been doing all this time? Napping?

"This way," he said, leading her to the far side of the attic. 

She’d always thought that part of the attic was a bit on the dark side, literally speaking. There was no exterior window, so it wasn’t a surprise the area was darker, but it seemed strange that there wasn’t a window there when there was one down at the other end. It made the whole space feel... unbalanced.

Ronny stopped. "See this?"

"Well, what I see," said Edwina politely—or as politely as she could muster—"is a bit of sheetrock leaning against a wall. Is that what you mean, Ronny?" She gave him a sweet-as-pie look.

He rolled his eyes. "Don’t take me for stupid, Edwina."

"Then don’t act like you’re stupid. What am I supposed to be seeing here?"

He pulled back the single piece of sheetrock to show her a gaping hole in the wall. Wind whistled through it, making the drafts worse. The space beyond the hole was pitch black and a tad musty.

She stared at it a beat. "You made a hole in my wall?"

"Well, you wanted me to redecorate, right?"

"No, I wanted you to renovate," she said. "Different things. I’ll do the decorating."

"Whatever. Point is, you wanted me to make your space all nice and stuff, right?"

"Right. What does that have to do with this hole?"

"Well, I was gonna put up new drywall, because the boards here are real old and starting to crumble." He rubbed his thumb over the edge of the gap, and crumbles of wood fell to the floor.

"Okay. I admit it doesn’t look good."

"Exactly. This wall isn’t load bearing or anything. In fact, it’s a strange place to stick a wall. Anyway, I decided to tear out the rotting wood and redo it with drywall. Only what I found..." he backed away from the hole, "...was a whole other room."

She stared at the hole. How had she not realized she had a secret room in her house, or that there was a wall that was totally out of place? She’d never noticed before, but now that she saw it, it was obvious. "What? Seriously?"

"Mm-hmm. Have a look." He stepped further back so she could get closer. There was a funny look on her face that didn’t bode well.

"What’s in there?"

"Just you look."

"Ronny, I’m warning you."

"I promise you’ll be fine. I’m not fine—but you’ll be fine." Then he mumbled something under his breath which sounded suspiciously like, “I think.”

Well, she couldn’t imagine what it could be that would harm Ronny but not her, if he was even right about that. But in for a penny, in for a pound. She crouched down and poked her head into the hole.

It was dark as the bowels of hell and just as stuffy, with the faint powdery odor of dried rose petals, so she pulled out her phone and used its flashlight app to shine it around inside. Directly in front of the hole was a hammer and a couple other tools, obviously Ronny’s. Beyond that was an open space. She held her light higher.

Her mouth opened on a silent gasp and a faint thought tickled her memory. Wonderful things.

The small room beyond was hardly bigger than a walk-in closet, but it held shelves filled with dozens of ancient, leatherbound books. In amongst the books sat large geode crystals, statuettes of goddesses, and a glass vase filled with peacock feathers. It smelled of magic, that faint waft of ozone and spice that sometimes came with spellwork. How bizarre that she’d never felt this magic before, like champagne bubbles popping against your skin. How had she missed it? Granted she rarely went into her attic. It was mostly a place to store Yule decorations. Perhaps a spell had been worked into the wall to prevent the magic residue leaking out. She’d have to check later, when Ronny wasn’t there, for protective seals. 

"This is cool," she said, backing out of the hole in the wall.

"Is it?" Ronny asked snarkily. "Because I don’t think so."

She frowned. "What do you mean?"

"Edwina, this here room’s haunted."

Edwina almost burst out laughing. She flicked her long, gray braid over her shoulder. "I don’t see any ghosts, Ronny. If there were ghosts, I’d know about it."

"Ain’t ghosts, Edwina."

"Then what is it?" She sighed. 

"Listen," he said grimly.

She did. The only thing she heard was the neighbor mowing his lawn. "I can’t hear anything, Ronny. What are you hearing?"

"They’re whispering, Edwina."

She huffed in frustration. "Who’s whispering?"

"I don’t know, but something in there is whispering, and it’s telling me to get the heck out of Dodge."

"Ronny, don’t be ridic—"

He cut her off. "Edwina, until you get your magic sorted out, I am not stepping foot in this attic again. Now, good day to you. I’ve got another job."
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