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      When retired postmaster Albert Schumer is found dead on the steps of the post office, the whole town of Mystic Notch is disappointed he won’t be able to play in the annual checkers tournament.

      

      But when his ghost informs middle-aged bookstore owner Willa Chance that he died trying to deliver an old letter, which has mysteriously gone missing, Willa realizes Albert didn’t just slip and fall. Someone killed him. Even worse, it turns out the letter contains a list of ingredients for a spell that could wreak havoc on Mystic Notch if it falls into the wrong hands.

      

      The good news is that Pandora and the Mystic Notch cats are on the case. The bad news is that Pandora hasn’t made much progress in getting Willa to receive her subtle communications. She’s going to have to step up her game in that area because the cats are depending on her to secure the help of the humans if they want to stop the killer and protect the letter. Lucky thing Willa’s love interest, Eddie Striker, seems to be more receptive to Pandora’s attempt at communication.

      

      Pandora might have a way to help the humans stop the person with the letter, earn the respect of the other cats, and help Willa and Striker realize they are made for each other. Will it work? Let’s hope so, because the fate of Mystic Notch depends on it.
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      Early fall sparkled in the air around Last Chance Books as I straightened the books on the shelves. I tended to be a stickler for such things, both as a potential reader and as the bookstore’s owner. Things just looked more professional that way.

      As I basked in the vanilla-leather scent of old books, my two resident ghosts chattered away beside me. Normally, I did my best to ignore Robert Frost and Franklin Pierce—yes, that Robert Frost and Franklin Pierce. Despite their rather stodgy personas, they both liked to pull shenanigans on my customers. Nothing dangerous, mind you. Just little things like yanking books off the shelves. Their ghostly skills, however, were a bit limited, so I always pushed the tomes in far enough so they weren’t easily scooted off by my two otherworldly companions. While I worked, I caught tidbits of their conversation, which—surprise—focused around me and telling me what I ought to be doing.

      “Now, Willa,” Franklin said, swirling around me in a trail of mist. “Make sure you put my biography facing outward instead of that awful Nixon chap.”

      I snorted but did as he asked. Nixon had been called much worse in his day, I was sure. A slight chill ran through me, as always happened when I was near an apparition. I positioned Franklin’s book then gestured for him to check my placement. 

      “Thank you, Willa. I like that particular biography. Paints me in a rather flattering light, unlike some of the other printed rubbish.” He gave a dismissive wave with his airy hand. “Oh, speaking of light, did I mention there was a disturbance of light on the ethereal plane?”

      Those words stopped me short. An ominous feeling niggled my gut. Any type of disturbance on the ethereal plane was never a good sign. “No.”

      “It’s true,” Robert chimed in, glancing past me to give Franklin a knowing look. “And you know what that means.”

      “No,” I said, wiping my now-sweaty palms on the legs of my jeans. “I don’t know. Will someone please explain?”

      I was what one might call a newbie to the magical side of the world. Though I’d grown up in Mystic Notch—a magical hotbed in the gorgeous White Mountain area of New Hampshire—I’d never been a believer, at least until I’d been in a car accident that had left me with an annoying recurring pain in one leg and a persistent knack for seeing ghosts. They came to see me, talk to me, have me do things for them. Like these two with me today, except, well, they felt Last Chance Books was their home and I was just visiting. 

      Franklin reached out to place his hand on my shoulder, though it simply passed right through, leaving an icy trail of dread in its wake. He leaned in, his dark preternatural eyes intense. “Murder.”

      I gasped. No, not murder. I didn’t want to get involved in another murder. Murders were problematic for me, especially since ghosts were prone to haunting me until I solved theirs. I had no idea why they came to me. It was like there was some sort of invisible sign over my head.

      Feeling shaken, I went to the front counter and started stacking the books I’d purchased at an estate sale earlier in the week next to the antique cash register. 

      “That’s ridiculous,” I said, thankful there were no customers in the store. We didn’t open for another hour. Right now, I felt flustered and hot and totally discombobulated by Franklin’s pronouncement. “How could you possibly know that?”

      Robert floated over to lean a ghostly hip against the counter while I fiddled with counting the drawer. “Well, being a ghost gives us certain insights into things. Normally, the kind of disturbance we felt last night is due to a spirit whose life has been taken by another. They show up in the ethereal plane completely shocked, unprepared for their mortal lives to be over, many times angry, and always confused. Doesn’t take a rocket scientist to spot a victim who’s been murdered.”

      A shudder ran through me before I could stop it. “Please tell me this doesn’t mean another ghost is going to start haunting me, wanting me to help solve the mystery. With the holiday season approaching, I really don’t have time for investigations right now.”

      The first time one of them had visited me after my accident, I’d thought I’d gone insane. But then it started happening more and more. Now, seeing dead people was nearly routine. I’d learned to deal with it and wouldn’t have minded, except that these new ghosts were so needy. They seemed to be reaching new levels of insistence that I help them. In other words, they wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “This ghost is rather shy,” Franklin said, drifting over to stand on my other side. “I’m not surprised he hasn’t made his presence known to you yet. But you know the rules, Willa. If you don’t help them solve their mystery, the poor creature will be stuck in Limbo forever. Very distressing.”

      The church bells rang at eight o’clock sharp, and I walked to the front door of the bookstore to open the shop. The large oak door swung open to reveal my morning regulars waiting outside. Cordelia and Hattie Deering, twin ladies in their early eighties, looked as dashing as always in their almost-matching polyester pantsuits—Cordelia’s was tan with a black turtleneck beneath, and Hattie’s was black with a tan turtleneck. Bing Thorndike followed behind them with a tray of hot teas and coffees for them all. Josiah Barrows brought up the rear. Josiah was Mystic Notch’s retired postmaster, and Bing was an ex-magician. 

      “Ah, Willa, dear,” Bing said, his mischievous blue eyes sparkling beneath his bushy white eyebrows. “Good morning. Here’s your coffee.”

      I took the white Styrofoam cup from him and sipped at the hot brew while everyone settled in the comfy seating area of the shop. I’d put in a purple micro-suede couch and a couple of matching armchairs in the hopes of giving the place a homier feel after I’d taken over for my late grandmother. The seating was a big hit with my regulars. I took a seat at the end of the sofa, leaving Franklin and Robert to hover around the cash register. I figured they’d soon disappear back to wherever it was they came from. I was the only one that could see them, and they got bored when I ignored them to talk to flesh-and-blood beings. 

      When I’d lived down in Massachusetts, if anyone had told me I’d own a bookstore and be a ghost whisperer one day, I’d have laughed in their faces. Guess fate was the one laughing now.

      I’d just settled in when my cat, Pandora, walked over and plopped down atop my feet. With sleek gray fur and mesmerizing golden-green eyes, she did her mythical namesake proud. She watched all of us intently, turning her head this way and that as if she understood what we were saying. I’d inherited Pandora along with the bookstore and a house from my grandmother, and until recently, I’d figured she was a typical feline, aloof and self-possessed.

      After what had happened earlier this summer, though, I’d started to wonder about Pandora. I’d been trapped in a fire, and though I couldn’t remember much of what had happened, I somehow got the impression Pandora had had a more-than-catlike role in saving me. Sometimes, I’d get these thoughts, like she was communicating telepathically with me or something—tidbits of information or suggestions or, in the case of the fire, downright warnings. The thing was, they were never wrong. Odd, really, any way I looked at it.

      “My dear, have you heard about poor Iona at the Cut and Curl?” Hattie asked me.

      My gut clenched. Was Iona the one who’d been murdered? The thought of the hyperactive hairdresser haunting me made me nervous. “No,” I squeaked out past the lump in my throat then slurped my coffee nervously. For octogenarians, these ladies sure had their fingers on the pulse of what was happening in Mystic Notch. “What happened?”

      “She left her husband. That’s what,” Cordelia said, her voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper. “Shameful if you ask me. I’d bet good money she’s run off with that philandering new mechanic at the garage.”

      Relief swept over me. Iona wasn’t dead. Not only that, but if there’d been a murder in our tiny little town, these two would certainly know. Apparently, Robert and Franklin were wrong. I glanced in the direction of the cash register, but they were gone. Probably off trying to figure out how they’d gotten their spirit radar messed up.

      While Bing engaged the ladies in more tawdry gossip about Iona, I turned to Josiah, who looked a bit down in the dumps. “What’s wrong? You look like you lost your best friend.”

      He shrugged. “Nah. It’s just that the annual postmasters’ checkers tournament is this Friday.”

      “That’s a good thing, though, right?” I asked.

      “Should be,” Cordelia said. “You look forward to that every year, Josiah.”

      “I do.” His shoulders slumped. “This year will be a bit sad, though.”

      “Why?” Bing frowned.

      That unease I’d felt earlier returned, knotting my stomach. Josiah didn’t just look like he’d lost a friend—he looked like a friend had died. But if someone he knew had been murdered, surely he would have mentioned it sooner. He wouldn’t just be sitting there, not saying a word about it. Murder was big news in Mystic Notch. 

      Okay, well, it used to be big news, but according to my sister, Augusta, who was the county sheriff, there had been a lot more murders since I had moved back to town. I was sure that was just an odd coincidence. 

      “Albert Schumer was the best player in three counties. I loved the challenge of going up against him every year. Kept my skills sharp.” Josiah’s voice sounded sad, and my heart sank. He’d said “was,” not “is.” Past tense.

      Bing and the ladies all nodded in agreement with Josiah’s assessment of another of Mystic Notch’s former postmasters.

      “Will he not be attending this year?” Hattie asked, concerned and more than a tad nosy.

      “You haven’t heard?” Josiah looked up at us, his brows knit.

      We all shook our heads, and my breath seized in my lungs as I waited for that shoe to drop. 

      “Albert won’t be playing checkers ever again. He was found dead on the back steps of the post office early this morning.”

      Pandora let out a ghastly meow, and my gaze flew to where Robert and Franklin had reappeared near the register, satisfied looks on their ghostly faces. Warning bells clanged loudly in my head. It was true.

      There’d been another murder in quiet little Mystic Notch.
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      By midafternoon, my leg was killing me, and there’d been no sign of Albert’s ghost. Maybe Robert and Franklin were mistaken. I’d heard no news that Albert Schumer had been murdered. In fact, from what I’d gathered from my customers that day, the scuttlebutt around town was that he’d fallen and hit his head. There was also some question of a possible heart attack involved. But no rumors of murder. Yet.

      Afternoons in Mystic Notch were slow, which was a nice respite following the generally busy mornings. Most days, my best friend, Pepper St. Onge—who owned The Tea Shoppe down the street—stopped in for a snack and a chat, since neither one of us usually took a proper lunch. Today was no exception.

      Pepper showed up around three p.m. with her special quilted green-and-pink tea cozy in hand. She was a striking woman, with long red hair piled on top of her head and bright-emerald eyes. Known for her cute fashion sense, Pepper had on a peach twinset and a pastel wool plaid skirt to keep her warm against the gathering autumn chill. She looked cute in a vintage kind of way and a lot younger than her forty-eight years.

      “Hi, Willa,” Pepper said as she entered the bookstore, the bells jangling merrily at her arrival. I was so glad to have a friend like Pepper in town. I’d known her forever. We’d been best friends since kindergarten. We’d grown apart a little when I left town for college but picked up again when I returned as if no time had passed. I could tell Pepper anything. In fact, she was the only person that knew I could talk to ghosts, and it sure was a relief to talk to her about it.

      She walked over to the vacant seating area and began to unpack her mysteriously never-ending tea cozy. She’d made it herself specifically to carry her special teas and accompaniments. She could store an entire tea service in there, and I watched, fascinated, as she pulled out a silver teapot, dainty floral china teacups and saucers, embroidered linen napkins, a matching silver sugar bowl and creamer, and even a plate of scones.

      She looked up at me and smiled. “How’s it going?”

      “Fine, except for what happened to poor Albert Schumer.” I took a seat in one of the armchairs, watching as Pepper set things up on the coffee table. I enjoyed these talks more than I enjoyed her tea, truth be told.

      There were times when I felt… funny… after drinking it. Not ill, per se, but more like suggestible. Pepper claimed that her teas had a special kind of magic, one that could heal and make wishes come true. Of course, Pepper said she never put anything in the teas unless someone wanted her to. I wasn’t sure if I quite believed the teas were charmed or magical because it seemed to me that whatever she thought her tea was supposed to accomplish backfired more often than not. Truth be told, I was a bit of a nonbeliever in magic. Some might say that was odd, given my undead visitors, but I considered them a weird side effect of my accident—one I hoped would vanish one day—definitely not due to magical powers of any kind.

      “Oh, I heard about that,” Pepper said, pushing the plate piled high with homemade butter brickle scones toward me. Pepper settled herself primly on the edge of the sofa then poured us each a cup of tea and placed a scone on a delicate pink napkin for me. “Such awful news. Apparently, Ruthie’s the one who found him dead on the back steps when she went to open up for the day.”

      Ruthie Michaels was the current postmaster of Mystic Notch and about as nonthreatening as they came. Seeing Albert’s crumpled body must’ve given her quite a fright. “I wonder why he was using the back entrance,” I said, sipping my yummy mandarin spice tea. “I mean, I know the current employees use that back door, but I didn’t figure the retired ones would.”

      “Oh, I don’t think it’s that unusual.” Pepper nibbled one of her delicious scones. Her baked goods were nearly as popular with the tourists as the homemade herbal teas she sold. I took a large bite of mine too, enjoying the chewy pastry and the sweet toffee crunch of the butter brickle chips. Pepper dabbed her mouth with her napkin before continuing. “A lot of the employees there, past and present, still hang out around the back entrance, from what I’ve seen.”

      “Robert and Franklin told me about a disturbance in the light on the other side in the wee hours this morning.” I glanced around to make sure neither ghost was present at the moment. Coast clear, I leaned a bit closer to Pepper to whisper, “They suspected a murder.”

      “Goodness.” Pepper paused mid-sip, her green eyes wide. “You don’t think—”

      “At first, yes. I’ve been waiting for poor Albert to show up in my store all day.” I gave a shudder. “But no show so far, thank heavens.” I straightened and sighed. “The fellows must’ve been mistaken this time.”

      “Hmm.” Pepper continued to watch me over the rim of her cup as Pandora strolled over to twine herself around my ankles. “For your sake, I hope so.”

      Pandora moved from me to Pepper, meowing loudly.

      “Would you like some cream?” Pepper asked, speaking directly to the cat as if she could understand her.

      Pandora meowed again, this time more quietly, and the two of them proceeded to have a conversation, with Pepper talking and cooing and Pandora meowing and purring. Pepper poured some cream from her sterling-silver creamer into a delicate porcelain saucer rimmed with tiny blue flowers. Pepper seemed quite serious about the conversation. Pandora seemed more serious about the cream.

      Pepper put down the saucer for Pandora then turned back to me, as if realizing I was still there. She smiled, a slow affair, brimming with secrets I wasn’t privy to. Did she actually think she’d been communicating with my cat? Then again, I’d begun to wonder if Pandora wasn’t smarter than the average cat. Not for the first time since I’d returned to Mystic Notch, I wondered how I’d ever managed to leave this place in the beginning and how I was ever going to blend in again now that I was back.

      “So, do you think Albert might still show up?” Pepper asked. “Rumor around town is his heart gave out.”

      “Not sure.” I finished my tea and scone then set my dishes back on the small table between us. “I hope not. If he does, I’ll know for sure it was murder. Robert and Franklin both described Albert as shy, though, so it may take him some time to make himself visible.”

      I shifted in my seat then winced as familiar pain seared up my left leg. The bones had been shattered during the accident, and now, after multiple surgeries and metal pins to put me back together, the stiffness never quite went away. We spent the next few minutes discussing the other goings-on around town—the new gift shop selling all kinds of tacky souvenirs for the tourists, the rumors about Iona leaving her husband, the early chill, and our mutual hopes that this year’s winter would be mild instead of the snowy mess we’d had in previous years. The tourists loved the skiing, but ice and blocked roads didn’t bode well for the local business community.

      “Leg bothering you again?” Pepper reached into her cozy again and pulled out a bag of tea. “Try this. It’s dandelion. Works wonders for arthritis and joint issues.”

      “Thanks.” I took the plastic bag then creaked to my feet to help her pack up and dispose of our trash. “And thanks for the tea and scones. It really hit the spot today.”

      “You’re welcome,” Pepper said, placing her repacked cozy over her arm then heading for the door. “Keep me posted on what happens with Albert.”

      “Will do.” I waved as she left the shop, then turned back to find Pandora up on the table, sniffing the bag of tea Pepper had left me. Her sleek gray tail waved high in the air, the kinked end making it look like an angular question mark. Pandora gave a final sniff then looked up at me with her wise golden-green eyes and meowed loudly.
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      Albert’s ghost still hadn’t shown up by the time I closed the store at five, so I called my sister. If anyone would know about a murder taking place in town, it would be Gus. Never mind she didn’t like me poking around in her investigations and probably wouldn’t tell me about official law enforcement business anyway. I’d still at least get a clue by gauging her level of hostility toward my question when I mentioned it.

      I gathered my purse and Pandora then locked up the bookstore, dialing with my free hand as I walked to my Jeep. After climbing inside the vehicle, I started the engine and connected the phone to Bluetooth before pulling away from the curb.

      “Sheriff Augusta Chance,” Gus answered the call, her tone as crisp and professional as always.

      “Hey, it’s Willa,” I said, keeping my gaze straight ahead as I slowly passed through the quaint, crowded downtown area.

      “I hope you’re not using your phone while driving.” Gus’s disapproving frown was evident in her voice. “That’s illegal in this state.”

      “I know that.” I slowed for a red light and glanced over at Pandora, who was curled up sleeping, on the passenger seat. “I’m using Bluetooth. So, how’s your day going?”

      “Fine.” Suspicion mingled with the disapproval now. Gus and I got along well enough but weren’t super close. I tended to be more open to new ideas and ways of doing things, while Gus was pretty set in her ways. And all the magical talk around Mystic Notch? Forget it. She wouldn’t even listen.

      Needless to say, I’d not mentioned my new postaccident abilities to her at all. She’d probably lock me up in a looney bin somewhere. So, when one of my ghostly visitors demanded I poke my nose into one of Gus’s murder investigations, I had to fib a bit. Thus, my sister considered me a nosy nuisance, telling me I must watch too many crime shows on TV or something.

      “Look, I appreciate the courtesy call, but unless you’ve got important business, sis, I’m going to have to go. Things are swamped round here today.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, seizing the opportunity. “Why’s that? Wouldn’t have anything to do with what happened to poor old Albert Schumer, would it?”

      Gus hesitated, and my interest soared. “What do you know about Albert Schumer?”

      “Just that Josiah Barrows was in this morning for coffee and he mentioned poor Albert died last night. I wondered if there was anything… odd about his demise.”
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