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      Up the rocky California coast, far from the hustle of everyday life and the echoes of familiar dreams, lies a small town known as Wellsprings. Nestled amidst towering redwood trees and just a crow’s flight from the glittering Pacific Ocean, Wellsprings is a place both timeless and enchanting. The journey here winds through mist-shrouded forests, where sunlight filters through the canopy like golden lace, dappling the mossy ground. The air is tinged with the briny scent of the sea and the earthy aroma of ancient trees. This is a heady combination that feels like a spell pulling you toward this hidden gem.

      Years ago, the natural mineral springs bubbling up from the earth lured weary travelers from the bustling cities of California. These visitors, many from the Santa Cruz crowd, sought the soothing embrace of a peaceful soak and the gentle escape of a midday marijuana smoke. Commerce, being what it is, could not resist such a treasure. Over time, a small town sprang up, its charm carefully cultivated and fiercely protected. Today, Wellsprings has managed to keep the encroachment of modernity at bay, preserving a quaint appeal that feels like stepping into a storybook.

      If you checked into The Yellow Pelican Inn, Wellsprings’ cozy Bed and Breakfast, you would be greeted by the warm smiles of Judith and Bogie Kent, the inn’s genial hosts. Hummingbirds flutter about their garden as they hand you a hand-stitched welcome packet and share the town’s latest happenings. Just beyond the inn, the Willows and Water Tavern beckons with its warm glow, promising hearty meals and lively conversation. A short stroll away, Beanstalks—a charming bookstore, bakery, and coffee shop—offers the perfect blend of literature and confectionery delight. The scent of freshly brewed coffee mingles with the faint rustle of pages, and the chatter of customers forms a soothing background hum.

      Wellsprings is small but self-sufficient. A modest hospital stands ready for emergencies, while the town library, with its arched windows and ivy-covered façade, invites both young and old to lose themselves in its stacks. The community center, a hub of creativity and camaraderie, boasts a theatre that is gearing up to stage an ambitious production of Wizard of Oz. (Nancy March will once again play The Wizard. She will be amazing, as always.) At the heart of town, Marigold Parker’s flower shop blooms with riotous colors, filling the air with the scent of lavender and lilies. Nearby, the police station and town hall share a charming brick building adorned with hanging flower baskets.

      Life in Wellsprings is rhythmically punctuated by the weekly gazette, a newsletter that celebrates the little joys and achievements of its residents. Whether it’s announcing the bakery specials at Beanstalks or detailing who won the “Guess how many jellybeans in a jar” competition at the community center, the gazette is eagerly awaited by all. Everyone knows everybody, and the gazette ensures no kind act or curious event goes unnoticed.

      At the heart of this idyllic town stands Six Sisters Sewing, the sewing and craft store run by the Garnett sisters. The Garnett family has been a cornerstone of Wellsprings for generations, and their store is more than just a place for fabric, yarn, and thread; it is the true pulse of the town. Iris Garnett, the eldest sister, commands attention with her stunning silver hair—a striking contrast against her ebony skin that makes newcomers do a double take. Each sister brings her unique talent and warmth, weaving themselves into the fabric of the community. The store hums with laughter, whispered secrets, and the soft clatter of sewing machines, a sanctuary where creativity and connection intertwine.

      Unbeknownst to the townsfolk, the Garnett sisters are witches. Their quiet magic, woven into the very essence of Wellsprings, is the secret force that keeps the town prosperous and harmonious. It is said that as long as the waters flow, there must be a Garnett in Wellsprings. Their legacy is stitched into every corner of the town, a quiet magic that keeps the community thriving.

      Wellsprings is no stranger to the complexities of human nature. Love blooms and fades, trust is built and broken, loyalties shift, and conflicts arise. These moments, often hidden behind closed doors, are softened by the town’s serene veneer. But secrets have a way of slipping through the cracks, and in Wellsprings, even the smallest ripple can herald a coming storm.

      Wellsprings is a place where the extraordinary hides in plain sight, where the mundane is laced with magic, and where every thread holds a story.

      Welcome to Wellsprings.

      Something stirs beneath its tranquil surface, waiting to be revealed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          WHAT EDITH SAW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1978

      

      

      Every year around football season, the town's teenagers spilled out from celebratory bonfires to make out beneath the stars at Lake Grenmere. They stumbled along the lake's edge, disrupting the quiet Edith Rowe relied on. In her forties now, she preferred the wooded trail that hugged the lake, her battered sketchbook tucked under one arm. It calmed her even when the air was thick with pine and the distant scent of smoke. The water shimmering in black ribbons between the trees.

      She paused at a bend in the path, gaze caught by movement farther up the shore.

      Two figures—young, entangled, laughing softly. A boy and a girl, drunk on wine or festivity or both, leaning into one another with the desperate energy of teenagers discovering passion. Their bodies folded together like they were trying to disappear inside each other. She could barely see their faces, but the posture was unmistakable.

      Edith froze, not out of fear but instinct. This was private and intimate, and it was none of her business.

      She turned, returning to her cabin, leaves crunching faintly beneath her boots.

      Then, a sound broke the stillness behind her.

      A cry. Faint. Sharp. "DON’T!"

      Edith halted. Turned slightly.

      Silence.

      She thought the couple was still there, but the shadows played tricks in the dark. Had one of them fallen? Or had she imagined the cry altogether?

      A minute passed. Then, another sound, not a cry this time, but a muffled sobbing. Distant, tangled with the natural noises of the woods. A girl's voice, maybe. But not loud enough to make sense of.

      Edith stood still, heart tapping a little faster. The shadows along the water were indistinct. It could've been anything. Drunken drama. A lover's quarrel. Someone stumbling into the lake for a laugh.

      Then came a splash. A heavy one.

      Edith turned fully around this time, stepping closer to the edge of her path. She peered up the shore again, eyes straining.

      There was motion in the water. A girl wading, maybe. Frantic. Searching? Swimming?

      A boy's silhouette lingered near the shore but didn't go in.

      Edith hesitated. Her fingers hovered near her mouth. Should she call out?

      But before she could act, silence reclaimed the scene. The boy faded back into the trees, the girl was no longer visible, and the water stilled.

      Perhaps they'd left together. Maybe it was nothing.

      Edith lingered five more minutes. Then, unsettled but unsure why, she turned and walked home.

      She never mentioned it.

      Not until the news broke two days later.

      And even then… she wasn't sure what she'd really seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          THE QUILL AWAKENS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      The sky over Wellsprings hung low and heavy, the color of old tin. Iris Garnett stood on the sidewalk outside the shop, watching as her sisters’ van disappeared around the corner, their laughter still echoing faintly in the chill air. She lingered for a moment in the cold hush of a fading morning, her coat collar pulled tight against the creeping wind. Her silver hair, twisted into a knot at the nape of her neck, lifted slightly in the breeze.

      The house behind her stood empty of its usual chaos. No Violet moving with preternatural grace despite her blindness, no twins finishing each other's sentences, no Jasmine's thunderous footsteps racing down the stairs. No Rue, curled up somewhere impossible, her presence constantly tugging slightly against the natural flow of time. The silence felt both strange and welcome.

      "Three days," Jasmine had insisted yesterday, her braids bouncing as she packed camping gear into the van. "Three days of sister bonding, no phones, no customers, no emergencies."

      Iris had smiled, making the appropriate noises of regret when she declined. "I don't want to close the store for three days. You guys enjoy yourselves," she'd said, which was true enough, though not the whole truth. After months of managing her sisters' lives and their shared business, the promise of solitude felt like water to a parched throat.

      Now, with her sisters off to Bennington camping grounds in the Santa Cruz hills, Iris allowed herself a small indulgence. She brewed chicory coffee the way their grandmother had taught her, strong and rich, then wrapped her satin scarf back around her head before settling in by the window. The morning light spilled across the floor in muted streaks, and for a moment, she let herself simply be—no questions to answer, no small fires to put out.

      But stillness never held her for long.

      By midmorning, the solitude began to prickle, nudging her toward movement. She rinsed her cup, grabbed her coat, and headed out with no real destination in mind—only the soft tug of intuition. That familiar pull led her to the edge of town.

      The estate sale beckoned from a crumbling yellow Victorian with gables like raised eyebrows. It was the kind of place where everything smelled like cedar chips and musty perfume. A hand-painted sign wavered in the strengthening wind: Estate Sale — Everything Must Go.

      As an empath, Iris had long ago learned to brace herself for these excursions. Objects absorbed emotions like sponges—joy, grief, rage—all lingering in the grain of wooden tables or the weave of old blankets. Over the years, she'd developed a mental barrier, a way to sample these impressions without being overwhelmed.

      An elderly woman with a clipboard nodded at her entrance, then returned to sorting through a box of tarnished silverware.

      "Take your time," the woman said without looking up. "All items marked. Cash only."

      Iris wandered through the rooms slowly, letting her fingers drift along dusty sideboards and faded draperies. In the dining room, a mahogany table bore the shadowy rings of countless dinner parties, the wood saturated with decades of conversation. She touched it briefly and felt a flutter of laughter, the warmth of family gatherings. She couldn't see these people. Iris could only feel the sharp emotions of the moment.

      A collection of porcelain figurines watched her from a curio cabinet, their painted eyes seeming to follow as she passed. Upstairs, bedrooms stood stripped of their mattresses, leaving only the bones of bed frames and the ghosts of picture frames on faded wallpaper.

      "Who lived here?" Iris asked when she returned downstairs, passing the elderly woman who now stood guard near a jewelry display.

      "The Bradys. Last one died three months ago. No children." The woman sniffed like she disapproved. "Taught math for forty years at the high school. Peculiar woman. Kept to herself."

      Iris nodded, absorbing this scrap of information. She continued her exploration, drawn to a small den at the back of the house. Unlike the other rooms, this one retained a sense of personality. Bookshelves still laden with volumes, a worn armchair near the window, and a writing desk whose surface bore the indentations of countless writing.

      A tangle of emotions greeted her as she entered the room—solitude, yes, but not loneliness. Creative satisfaction. And beneath it all, something darker, more urgent. Regret, perhaps. Or fear.

      When she pulled the desk drawer, it stuck slightly. Inside lay a jumble of pencil stubs and paper clips—ordinary desk detritus. But as she closed it, something shifted in the back of the drawer.

      Iris frowned and reached deeper, her fingers encountering something smooth. She withdrew a small wooden box, its surface worn to a satin finish. There was no lock, just a simple brass clasp that released with gentle pressure.

      Within, nestled in faded velvet, lay a black lacquered inkwell and a long-handled quill with a dark green feather, nearly iridescent in the dim light. The feather quill's shaft was a polished ebony, culminating in that striking dark green plume that caught the light like an oil slick on the water. It was blue one moment, purple the next, then back to deepest emerald. The inkpot matched perfectly, its black lacquer surface unmarred despite its apparent age, bearing no maker's mark or identifying features.

      Iris turned the quill in her fingers, weighing its unexpected heft. This piece spoke with unmistakable clarity—not in words, no—in sensations that settled beneath her skin and burrowed into her consciousness.

      Melancholy. Regret. A whisper of urgency that didn't come from within Iris.

      She placed the quill back beside the inkpot, attempting to sort through the impressions flooding her mind. Most of the emotional residue she encountered was faded, like perfume that had lingered on a scarf for years—recognizable but distant. This felt immediate and present as if the emotions weren't memories but active currents still flowing through the object.

      "Are you interested in calligraphy?" The estate sales manager appeared at her elbow, making Iris start slightly.

      "I dabble," Iris replied, the lie coming easily. "Do you know anything about these pieces?"

      The older woman squinted at the writing instruments. "Must have been Ms. Brady's. She collected odd things." She shrugged. "Five dollars for the set."

      "I'll take them," Iris said.

      The woman's eyebrows rose slightly. "Cash only," she reminded Iris, extending a wrinkled palm.

      Iris didn't know why she bought it—only that she had to. Five dollars and a faintly judgmental glance from the woman later, the items were hers, carefully wrapped in tissue paper and placed in a small paper bag.

      As she stepped onto the porch, the wind snatched at her silver hair, pulling strands loose from her twist. The sky had darkened considerably in the short time she'd spent inside, clouds massing like bruises overhead. Tree branches swayed and creaked, their leaves tearing free in sudden gusts.

      Iris clutched the paper bag closer to her chest, feeling oddly protective of its contents. A strange certainty had settled over her—that these objects had been waiting for her, specifically her, to find them. Iris's empathic abilities often seemed the least dramatic in her family of magical sisters, each with their distinct gifts. Violet's heightened senses, Jasmine's telekinesis, Rue's manipulation of time, and the twins' transformative powers were more obviously useful than simply feeling others' emotions.

      But in moments like these, when an object practically screamed its significance, Iris remembered why her gift mattered too.

      She hurried to her car as the first fat raindrops fell, spattering the windshield. As she started the engine, the paper bag sat on the passenger seat, the radio automatically coming to life with a weather bulletin.

      "—advisory for Wellsprings County and surrounding areas. An unexpected low-pressure system is moving rapidly through the region, bringing high winds and heavy precipitation-"

      Iris's fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Her sisters were at Bennington campgrounds, supposedly enjoying a weekend of bonding and relaxation. She reached for her phone, then remembered Jasmine's insistence on a "completely unplugged experience." No phones, no distractions.

      "They'll be fine," she murmured as she pulled away from the curb.

      The drive home took longer than usual, visibility decreasing as the rain intensified. Wind buffeted the car, pushing it toward the shoulder when gusts caught it broadside. When Iris pulled into the driveway of the Garnett family home, her shoulders ached with tension.

      Their small home loomed through the curtain of rain, its familiar silhouette altered without the usual lights burning in various windows. There was no Tansy experimenting with new hairstyles in her bedroom, no Rue reading on the windowsill, no Jasmine's music thumping through the walls—just empty rooms and darkened windows waiting.

      Iris set her purchase on the kitchen table, carefully unwrapping the tissue paper. The quill and inkpot seemed to absorb the electric light, the feather's iridescence more pronounced. Iris ran a finger along the quill shaft, half-expecting another flood of emotion. Instead, she felt only a gentle hum, like anticipation.

      Outside, the storm intensified. Rain lashed the windows, and wind howled around the eaves and chimneys. Tree branches scraped against the siding like fingernails seeking entrance.

      Iris made herself tea, more for the comfort of the ritual than any desire for caffeine. As the kettle whistled, she glanced back at the writing implements, expecting them to move of their own accord. It was still mid-morning, but the light was already changing. Greyer. Heavier.

      "You're being ridiculous," she told herself firmly, pouring steaming water over loose fruit-infused black leaves. "It's just an old quill and inkpot. Interesting, yes. Emotionally charged, certainly. But not...magical."

      Even as she said it, Iris knew she was lying to herself. In a family of witches, in a house saturated with generations of magical practice, she'd learned long ago to recognize when something crossed the boundary from merely unusual into the realm of the arcane.

      The quill and inkpot had crossed that boundary.

      Whatever mysteries these objects held, Iris sensed she would discover them soon enough. Whether she wanted to or not.

      Iris arranged the items precisely in a pool of amber light from the overhead fixture.

      "What secrets do you hold?" she murmured.

      On impulse, Iris fetched a thick sheet of handmade paper from the drawer where she kept special stationery. The paper was cream-colored and substantial, with rough edges and a subtle watermark of intertwined vines. She smoothed it on the table before the quill and inkpot.

      "This is silly," she told herself.

      Outside, lightning flashed, followed almost instantly by a crack of thunder that rattled the windows. Iris removed the small stopper from the inkpot. Inside, the ink was unexpectedly thick and the deepest black she'd ever seen, like liquid midnight.

      Just to test it, she dipped the quill into the inkpot. The ink clung to the nib like honey, viscous but flowing. She positioned the paper and wrote one word: "Hello." The letters appeared in glossy black.

      Feeling childish, she continued writing, practicing her name like schoolgirls did with hearts and flourishes. "Iris Garnett," she wrote, adding a swirl beneath the final 't.' She certainly didn't expect what came next.

      The quill twitched in her hand.

      Iris froze. The twitching continued, gentle but insistent, like a divining rod finding water. And then, as if guided by something outside of her body, the quill moved—slowly, steadily—forming careful, curling letters beneath her name:

      "You found me."
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