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      “I just know I’ll win first prize with these,” Paisley Brown's red-tipped nails clawed the pages of the binder open to reveal the most unfocused and unappealing photographs I’d ever seen. “Don’t you think so, Willa?” She searched my face with heavily mascaraed eyes.

      “Umm … sure.” I stared at the photos. Win? I didn’t think so. The pictures were horrible, but I couldn’t say it to her face no matter how abrasive and annoying Paisley was.

      Besides, I was just there to collect the portfolio, not to pass judgment. That would happen next week at the fifth annual Mystic Notch Art Show, of which I’d had the unfortunate honor to become one of the judges. We had a last-minute spot open up and Paisley seemed to be under the impression that her work was just the thing to fill it.

      “I’ve titled the series Main Street Reflections.” She flipped the binder shut and held it out to me. “The photos are all of reflections in the Main Street windows during some of the town events.”

      “How clever.” That explained why they were so blurry.

      I took the binder and she brushed past me, her cheap perfume tickling my nose as she wriggled down the aisle of her photography store in a tight jean skirt and short-sleeved pink cashmere sweater bursting at the buttons. My brows jumped up a fraction of an inch as I watched her. I was no prude, but her clothing choice was a bit revealing for someone her age, which I guessed to be mid-forties. But then, I’d heard Paisley liked to flaunt it.

      I couldn’t help but glance down at my own choice of attire. The faded jeans and loose gray tee-shirt provided a sharp contrast to Paisley’s outfit which, I had to admit, didn’t look all that bad on her. She had a good figure. Curvy. Mine, while not as curvy, wasn’t too bad either, especially considering I had a good six or seven years on her.

      I could have looked good in her outfit if I’d wanted to. It just wasn’t my style.

      I brushed a smudge of dirt from the hem of my shirt. Being a bookseller that specialized in used and antique books, I came in contact with lots of dirt and it frequently found its way onto my clothes. You wouldn’t believe the condition of some of the books people brought into my store—straight out of the attic or basement and loaded with decades of grime. But that was what made the job so much fun. You never knew when you’d find a rare book under all that dirt.

      I glanced across the street at Last Chance Books, the bookstore I’d inherited from my grandmother. The name was a clever play on our last name, ‘Chance’, and the fact that the store sold used books, giving them a last chance at being read.

      A feeling of pride washed over me as I admired the books stacked in the squeaky-clean display windows. The oak door sat in the middle of the two windows with my name, Wilhelmina Chance, Proprietor, proudly displayed. My feelings of pride soon turned to trepidation as I saw my cat’s face pressed against the glass of the bay window to the left of the door. She was glaring back across the street at me, a gleam of malice in her golden-green eyes that promised some sort of retribution for leaving her alone in the store.

      That reminded me—I’d better get going to the meeting so I could get back in time to open my store before the morning rush of tourists looking for something to read was over.

      “I’ve already bought the tents and tables for my display and am putting these frames together so they will all match.” Paisley had made her way to the center of the studio and was pointing to a pile of wide, black lacquer frames.

      “Those look expensive.” I inched my way backward toward the door.

      “They were, but I think the investment will pay off in spades, especially if I win the blue ribbon.”

      I took another step backward, my heart tugging just a little for Paisley because I knew she had probably wasted her money. I didn’t know why I felt the urge to help her out. I barely knew her and what I did know, I didn’t like. Guess I was getting soft in my old age.

      “Maybe you should wait until we award that last spot before you spend more money,” I suggested.

      The art show was a juried show that ran for a week before the judges voted and awarded the twenty thousand dollar prize to the best in show. We’d actually already picked twelve artists, but one had to bow out and we had a last-minute opening. There had already been several prospective applicants whose portfolios we’d reviewed. Paisley was the last one we would look at before making our decision.

      I thought of Neil Lane, the reclusive artist. Rumors abounded about his secretive past. I didn’t know what he had done before, but now he painted gorgeous watercolors. He was the favorite so far for that open spot and I was sure he would beat out Paisley.

      “Oh, don’t be silly. I know I’ll get a spot in the show,” she said with the certainty of a snake charmer who has an ample supply of anti-venom.

      “Well, I’m just saying…”

      She leaned toward me, her lips parted in a smile that didn’t quite reach the rest of her face. Her eyes crinkled at the corners, but not in a wrinkled-from-years-of-smiling way … more in a wrinkled-from-years-of-manipulating-people way.

      “Honey, I’ve learned that to get ahead in life a girl has to do whatever it takes to get what she wants.” She winked one mascara-clumped eyelid at me. “I want that spot in the art show, and I’m pretty sure I’ll be getting it.”

      The door to her shop opened and she turned her attention to her new customers, leaving me free to make my getaway. I gladly exited and crossed the street to my Jeep. I tossed her portfolio on the passenger seat, my forehead wrinkling as it flipped open to one of the pictures—a shot of the reflection from the double windows behind the sidewalk tables in front of the Mystic Café. It must have been taken during the Founders Day parade because I could see the sign announcing the café's Founders Day specials. The photograph was neither artistic nor interesting. Barely better than a child could do. There was no way this work would be chosen for the art show, would it?

      Yet, Paisley had been so certain and I got the impression it wasn’t just her overly inflated self-confidence talking. Glancing back across the street, I couldn’t help but wonder just what Paisley Brown had done to be so sure the judges would vote for her.
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      The Mystic Notch town hall was a two-story wooden building with long, tall windows. It sat at the end of town in a lot filled with giant oaks and maples—trees that were mature even when the hall was built in the mid-1800s.

      I parked in front and let myself in. The two-story-high foyer reminded me of school field trips that I’d attended as a child. It still looked the same as it had back then. In fact, it hadn’t changed much in over a hundred years except for the recently painted mural depicting the town that ran along the corridor leading to the back rooms. The front of the building still had the original wide, pine plank floors and old wooden moldings, now scarred with age. The white trim paint around the windows had been applied in so many layers over the years that the corner details on the moldings were slightly rounded now instead of the sharp angles they’d once been.

      I headed toward the back of the building, pausing to look at the mural as I passed. It had been painted by resident artist Maisie Beardsley who must have been a hundred if she was a day. A smile tugged at my lips as visions of her standing on a ladder to paint the tree tops flooded my mind. At her age, she probably should have kept her feet planted firmly on the floor, but anyone that offered to help her was admonished with a whip of her brush and harsh words.

      “I’m not an invalid!” she’d barked at anyone who'd dared try to get her to stop climbing up on the ladder.

      No one knew how old Maisie actually was. She’d been around since anyone could remember. I knew she’d been friends with my neighbor Elspeth Whipple since they were young. As Elspeth put it, they’d been friends ‘since before they put the bell in St. Mary’s church’. Whenever that was.

      I ran my fingers over the surface of the painting, feeling the thicker blobs that made up the tree tops. I marveled at how Maisie had captured the whole town in amazing detail with seemingly few brush strokes. I continued down the hall, my eyes on the map following the street from my bookstore downtown through Mystic Notch to the house I’d inherited from my grandmother.

      A pang of sadness pierced my heart as I remembered Gram. When I was a little girl, we’d been close and I’d been racked with guilt when she’d died. Guilt over being too obsessed with my job as a crime journalist down in Boston to come back and visit rustic Mystic Notch in the White Mountains of New Hampshire much more than once a year.

      But then, my former life had changed suddenly. A near-fatal car accident had given me a reason to question the direction my life was taking as well as a few odd side effects, including an injury to my leg that was starting to hurt now as I walked down the hall.

      Gram's death shortly after the accident and her bequest of the house and bookstore in Mystic Notch had sealed the deal and I’d moved home for good.

      I had been back a few years now and was fitting in well, though I wasn’t sure how I’d ended up judging the art contest. I really wasn’t qualified, but apparently someone thought my crime writing days in Boston lent me an air of celebrity and here I was.

      I turned from the mural and continued down the hall. The wide pine flooring turned to manila-colored utilitarian tile and the doors from quarter sawn oak to metal with square windows in the center.

      I stopped in front of one of the rooms. The other judges were already seated in metal folding chairs around a Formica table. They looked up as I opened the door.

      Maisie Beardsley narrowed her eyes at the binder in my arms. Her lips puckered, the crosshatched skin on her upper lip wrinkling like a prune. “What’s that?”

      I slid the binder onto the table. “It’s the portfolio from Paisley Brown.”

      “Paisley Brown?” The pencil thin brows of Nina Lovejoy, the high school art teacher, tugged together. “What would we want with that?”

      George Witt cleared his throat. “She’s submitting her work for the art show.”

      Brenda Parrish pulled the binder in front of her and bent over it. Her long, brown hair which was severely parted on the right shadowed the left side of her face as she flipped slowly through the book. The charms dangling from a dainty bracelet on her wrist glinted in the light.

      Maisie turned her puckered look on George. She wore a white blouse, buttoned up high with her usual silver pin clasped at her throat—a fancy letter 'B'. It must have been a family heirloom as she wore it often. Her gray-streaked hair was fashioned into a tight bun at the top of her head, giving her an even more severe look than she normally had.

      “What do you mean she’s submitting her work for the art show? Her work is not anything we would want to show,” Maisie huffed in her usual abrasive manner.

      “I think we should at least consider her,” George said. “I believe her work is quite innovative.”

      “Innovative?” Maisie scoffed. “Are you kidding me? It’s not even good enough to be classified as amateur.” Maisie gestured toward the portfolio. “You can barely even make out the subject matter.”

      “Why, that’s no different than some of your paintings, Maisie. Some of those are pretty obscure.” Opal Winters snapped her gum at Maisie, eliciting a sharp look from the artist.

      “My paintings are not obscure,” Maisie shot at her. “Some of them are impressionist art. Not that you would know much about art. Besides, we have an application from Neil Lane and his work is much more appropriate for the show.”

      I looked at Opal, who was busy studying her blue, sparkly fingernails. Maisie had a point. What did Opal know about art, anyway? I wasn’t sure what Opal was doing judging an art show … my guess was that it had something to do with her job on the town council which, rumor had it, she’d secured in an unorthodox manner.

      Her eyes slid over to the portfolio Brenda was still leafing through. “I like Paisley’s work better. It’s new and fresh. I think we should consider her.”

      Maisie and I stared at her incredulously. Was she serious?

      Then I remembered that I’d seen Opal and Paisley together quite a few times. They were friends. My mind replayed Paisley’s words about doing what she had to do to get what she wanted. Did she and Opal have some sort of scheme going? Maybe Paisley was planning on splitting the money with Opal if Opal got her into the show and then voted for her work to win first prize.

      Opal turned to Nina, who had been silently listening. “What do you think, Nina? You’ve seen both applicants’ work. Who do you think we should award the slot to?”

      Nina squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. Her eyes went from Opal’s face, to Maisie to the binder that Brenda was still studying.

      “Yeah, Nina. What do you think?” George stared at her and I could sense Nina getting more uncomfortable.

      “I … ahh … well … they both have merits.” She looked uncertainly at George and I remembered that Nina worked for George’s real estate firm in the summers. He was her boss. But surely that wouldn’t sway her opinion.

      “I guess we could give her a try,” Nina said finally.

      Maisie flapped her hands against her sides.

      “I don’t know what is wrong with you people. I think we need to pick a new set of judges since some of you are obviously biased.” Maisie glared at Opal, Nina and George. “It’s a big responsibility to choose the finest examples of art from our town. Not to mention the grand prize of twenty thousand dollars. We can’t bow down to favoritism.”

      I nodded my head vigorously. Beside me, Brenda had been quietly scanning the photos in Paisley’s portfolio. She slammed the book shut.

      She looked up at us, seemingly distraught. “I agree with Maisie. This work is not worthy of the artist festival. Surely we have other entries?”

      George straightened in his chair, his ample stomach jutting out over the top of his belt. “I don’t think there’s anyone that fits the need we have for this particular type of work.”

      “And what particular type of work is that?” Maisie asked.

      A red stain crept across George’s face. He loosened the tie constricting his thick neck. A layer of sweat plastered his comb-over against his forehead. “Something different. Unusual. We can’t fill the whole art festival with stuff like yours, Maisie.”

      “Well, I hardly think it’s filled with my stuff. I’m just one of the artists. There is a huge variety. Oil painters, watercolorists, wood carvers, stained glass artists and even another photographer. But they are all artists.” She narrowed her eyes at George suspiciously. “Just why are you so fixated on getting Paisley Brown’s work into the show?”

      “I’m not.” George drew himself up indignantly. “I’m the head judge here and I think I know what kind of art we should have. I think we need to put it down to a vote.”

      We all looked at each other and murmured our agreement.

      “Okay, all in favor of including Paisley, say Aye.”

      Opal’s hand shot up. “Aye!”

      George raised his hand. “Aye.”

      Nina’s hand hovered in mid-air. Her top teeth worried her bottom lip. She turned her head to avoid Maisie's glare and looked uncertainly at George, who nodded. She raised her hand.

      “Aye,” she whispered.

      “Oh, for goodness sake.” Maisie blew out a breath. “All in favor of giving the spot to Neil, raise your hands.”

      Brenda, Maisie and I shot our hands up.

      Maisie turned to George. “It looks like we’re tied.”

      “So it does.” George rubbed his chin. “And if I remember correctly, in the case of a tie, the head judge decides. That’s me … and I decide the spot goes to Paisley Brown.”

      “What?” Brenda slapped her hand on the table. “You can’t do that!”

      “Unfortunately, he can.” Maisie shot up from her chair and stood directly in front of George, glaring down at him. “You don’t fool me, George Witt. I know what’s going on and I’ll tell you right now I won’t have you ruining the Mystic Notch art show.” She stomped toward the door, whirling around to face George as she reached for the knob. “Paisley Brown’s work will be included in the artist show over my dead body.”
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      The rest of the meeting ran into overtime despite Maisie’s absence and I was late getting to my shop. Along with my inheritance of the bookstore and the cat came a group of regulars who had been gathering at the shop in the mornings for decades to discuss current town events with Gram. Even though Gram was gone now, the tradition continued and I found the four elderly citizens standing outside my door with Styrofoam coffee cups in hand. I noticed Josiah Barrows, the retired postmaster, had an extra cup in his hand and I hoped it had my name on it.

      I pulled past them into the little parking lot behind the building. I got out, then noticed Paisley’s portfolio, which I was supposed to return to her, on the passenger seat. I was already late opening the shop—I’d have to return it to her later. I left it on the seat and trotted out front, the keys to the shop dangling in my hand.

      “Geez, Willa, we thought something happened to you.” Bing Thorndike’s bushy, white brows were raised over concerned blue eyes.

      “Sorry, guys. I was at an emergency art show meeting and it ran into overtime.” I pushed my way through them to the door, taking the Styrofoam cup gratefully from Josiah. “One of the artists canceled and we had a last-minute opening that we had to vote on,” I explained, slipping the key into the lock. I pushed the door open, gesturing for twin sisters Hattie and Cordelia Deering to precede me into the store.

      “So, who’s getting the spot?” Hattie asked.

      “I heard Neil Lane was a shoo-in,” Cordelia added.

      “Unfortunately, there was a little bit of controversy about that.” I shut the door as the four of them took their places on the purple micro-suede sofa and chairs I’d added to the front of the store for book browsers to read in comfort. Glancing at the window, I noticed my cat, Pandora, sleeping peacefully in the soft cat bed, her kinked tail folded over her pink nose. She didn’t so much as slit an eye open to greet me. She must really be mad that I’d locked her in the shop and gone to the meeting. “We had a tie between Paisley and Neil. George used his power as head judge to vote in Paisley’s favor.”

      Josiah’s brows furrowed in confusion. “Paisley Brown?”

      All heads turned to look out the window at Paisley’s photography store across the street.

      “I didn’t know her stuff was of that … umm … caliber.” Bing tried to sound diplomatic, but having seen Paisley's work before, we all knew what he meant.

      “Well, I guess some people feel it is.” I made my way behind the counter and that’s when I saw it. Pandora’s wrath. I should have known by the way she was glaring at me through the window earlier when I was in Paisley’s that she would punish me somehow and here it was. A whole roll of toilet paper streamed out of the bathroom and ribboned its way around the area behind the sales counter. I could just picture her standing on her hind legs, front paws working maniacally to turn the roll and free the paper which she then spread around the store with gleeful abandon.

      I glanced over at the window. Pandora still slept peacefully in her fluffy cat bed with what looked like a satisfied smirk on her face. I’d deal with her later.

      “Who voted for her?” Cordelia’s question dragged my attention from the vindictive cat. Cordelia was sitting on the couch beside her sister, Hattie. The two women, identical twins, had to be in their mid-eighties, but they were sharp as a tack with the energy of women half their age. They were cute as a button, too, often wearing matching outfits which today was an orange polyester pantsuit. Identical except for the tee shirt—a pastel yellow for Hattie and hot pink for Cordelia.

      “Opal, George and Nina voted for her.” I kicked toilet paper aside and came out to join them in the sitting area. “I think Nina only voted because she was afraid George might fire her from the real estate office. She seemed uncertain about what to do.”

      “Paisley and Opal are friends,” Hattie said. “The two of them are as thick as thieves. And they both have a you-scratch-my-back-and-I’ll-scratch-yours philosophy, so I’m sure Opal was either trading that vote for a future favor or she already owed Paisley one.”

      “That’s how Opal got on the town council in the first place. She scratched someone’s back.” Cordelia’s blue eyes sparkled over the rim of her cup. “So it makes sense Opal would vote for her. I don’t know why George would vote for her, though.”

      “Maisie Beardsley implied George and Paisley might have something going on.” I made a sour face. The thought of anyone having a ‘thing’ with the balding, overweight real estate agent was repulsive. “That can’t be true, can it?”

      Josiah shrugged. “Who knows? People are strange and George does have some clout in this town. Maybe Paisley thought his clout could help her out.”

      We all turned to look at Paisley's store again. She was inside with a customer, her bleached blonde hair bobbing up and down as she pointed animatedly to various framed pieces of her work. I couldn’t picture her with George, but given what Hattie had said, she might have been ‘scratching his back’ for reasons other than love.

      “But even so, would George risk his reputation for her? He’s married and he strikes me as the type that’s very concerned about his reputation. I’m surprised he would want to be involved in anything that might be considered underhanded,” Bing said as we all turned our attention back to our coffee.

      “Maybe he didn’t think anyone would question him voting for her. I mean, art is subjective, so he could argue he really did think her work should win the spot in the show,” I suggested.

      “Who voted against her?” Cordelia asked.

      “Me, Maisie Beardsley and Brenda Parrish.”

      “I didn’t realize Brenda was on the judges’ committee for the art show,” Josiah said

      “Oh, yes.” Cordelia swirled her tea bag around in the cup. “Her family has long been patrons of the arts and she donated a lot of money to the art society after the fire. She’s on the town art council.”

      Josiah’s face turned grim. “I’d almost forgotten about that fire. Such a shame that she lost her sister and her business.”

      “Indeed.” Cordelia’s voice trembled. Her hand sought that of her twin sister sitting next to her on the couch. The two women clasped hands and we were all silent for a minute, thinking about the tragedy.

      Brenda’s family had owned Parrish Lumber for generations. Brenda and her twin sister Amanda had taken over the business after their parents had retired. A huge fire had destroyed the lumberyard and the business last summer, but the worst part was that it had also claimed Amanda’s life. Not only that, but the lumberyard site still sat in devastated, burned ruins as a constant reminder.

      “It’s taken Brenda almost a year to get on her feet,” Hattie said. “She felt terribly guilty that she was out of town and her sister was the one that was killed.”

      “Thankfully, they had good insurance.” Josiah’s comment earned a sharp look from Hattie.

      “No amount of money can make up for a lost loved one.” Hattie looked at Cordelia. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”

      Cordelia’s eyes misted. She patted their clasped hands with her free one. “Nor I, you. And the way she was found … it was so sad.”

      “How was she found?” I’d heard Brenda’s twin Amanda had been caught in the fire but didn’t know the details.

      A sad smile spread over Cordelia’s face. “Amanda loved animals. Apparently, they’d found a kitten abandoned in the lumberyard and she’d taken it in and had it in the back office. She was at the Main Street Founders Day parade when she saw the smoke from the fire. She went to investigate and when she saw the lumberyard in flames, I guess she ran in to save the kitten.”

      “That’s right,” Josiah added. “Her body was found on top of the kitten, protecting it.”

      My heart tugged at the thought. I glanced over at Pandora, who appeared to be listening with rapt attention. I’d been surprised when I’d learned I’d inherited a cat, and I had to admit that I hadn’t been too keen on having one. But Gram had loved Pandora and she would have wanted me to continue to care for the cat, so that’s what I did. We’d gotten off to a rocky start, but I had to admit I’d grown rather fond of Pandora. In fact, I couldn’t imagine life without her now. I knew how Amanda had felt. I would rush into a fire to save Pandora if she was trapped, too.

      Pandora looked up at me, almost as if she knew what I was thinking. The cat could be eerily intelligent sometimes. Then I remembered what she had done with the toilet paper behind the counter. I narrowed my eyes at her, but all she did was hump up her back in a long stretch, open her mouth in a wide yawn and then curl back into a ball, tucking her pink nose in under her paw.

      “The amazing thing was that Amanda saved the kitten. If it wasn’t for her, that little creature would have burned in the fire.” Hattie shuddered. “Amanda herself was terribly burned, but when they moved her body, the kitten was laying underneath, practically unscathed.”

      Bing nodded. “It was like a miracle.”

      “What happened to the kitten?” I asked.

      “Brenda took it in. Said she’d always treasure that cat because Amanda had given her life for it,” Cordelia said.

      “It’s very sad. But let’s not dwell on that. It’s in the past now.” Josiah tipped the coffee cup up to his lips, draining the last drops. “I could see why Brenda and Maisie wouldn’t want to vote for Paisley. Paisley’s photographs aren’t really that artistic. I think Neil Lane would be a much better candidate. I wonder how he’ll take getting pushed out by Paisley.”

      Cordelia’s gray brows ticked up a quarter of an inch. “I hadn’t thought about that. Neil can be a bit emotional.”

      “He’s such a recluse he might not even know or care,” Bing added.

      “Or he could get very angry. I heard he has a fiery temper.” Hattie pushed herself to a standing position and looked down at Cordelia. “Are you ready to go, sister? I think it’s time for our hair appointments.”

      Cordelia looked at the slim, gold watch on her wrist. “Oh, so it is.”

      She stood as did Bing and Josiah.

      “I’m sure the art show will be fine with Paisley’s photographs in it.” Bing was already at the door and he opened it for the other three. “I doubt she has a chance of winning the big prize.”

      “I should say not. Maisie wouldn’t stand for that. She might go off her rocker and do something drastic,” Cordelia laughed. “You know how rash she can be.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t have to see that,” Bing joked. The others filed out the door past him and he turned back to me as he swung the door shut. “See you tomorrow, Willa! Good luck with the clean-up.” He jerked his chin toward the mess of toilet paper behind the counter and then nodded at Pandora, a mischievous twinkle in his blue eyes.

      I bid them good-bye and made my way behind the counter. I remembered how Paisley had been so sure that she would win the art show grand prize. Of course, no one else thought she would, but then no one thought she would even get a spot in the show and she’d managed that.

      Paisley had clearly pulled in some favors to get that spot. What if she’d pulled in even more favors to ensure she won the grand prize? Twenty thousand dollars was nothing to sneeze at.

      Maisie wouldn’t like it at all if Paisley took the grand prize. The old woman could be unpredictable, as evidenced by her abrupt departure from the meeting and ominous parting words. I knew Maisie felt very strongly about the quality of art in Mystic Notch and I wondered to what lengths she would go in order to protect it.
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      Pandora slitted one eye open and peeked out from behind her silvery-gray paw. She watched Bing, Josiah, Hattie and Cordelia walk down the street, her mind still twisting over what she'd heard about the kitten that had been rescued in the fire. She'd been keenly interested in the story about that kitten who had survived against all odds. A kitten like that would be special.

      Unbeknownst to Willa and the other humans in Mystic Notch, Pandora herself was special. She belonged to an elite society of cats whose job it was to protect the humans and the balance of good and evil in Mystic Notch. The society stretched back for centuries and was responsible for tipping the scales of balance in the favor of good more times than Pandora could remember. Of course, this was all done secretly—the humans had no idea how many times the cats had saved them.

      Pandora made a mental note to research the story of this kitten further. She would have to meet with the other cats and see what they thought, but her gut feeling was that they needed to find this kitten and make sure he or she was protected. The kitten might hold clues or have knowledge or powers that could help them in their mission–she could feel it in her bones … not to mention she was a little bored and needed something to occupy her time.

      Rolling over in her bed, she noticed that Willa was behind the counter cleaning up the toilet paper mess that she'd made. Pandora regretted making the mess ... well, maybe regretted wasn't the right word. It was true—toilet papering the store had been fun, though she didn't relish making extra work for Willa. But she was still trying to train the human, and antics like this were necessary to keep her in line.

      A pang of sorrow speared Pandora's heart as she thought of her previous human, Willa's grandmother, Anna. Anna had not required much training at all and she and Pandora had gotten along famously. She missed Anna, but she knew Anna was in a better place. She’d spoken to her on the other side several times and Anna had assured her she was quite content and having a wonderful after-life.

      Thankfully, Willa was not as dense as most humans and Pandora had become quite attached to her in the short time they had been together. Willa had potential, but Pandora knew she had to be careful to keep her in line.

      Pandora hopped out of her bed and padded over to where Willa was picking up the toilet paper. Her whiskers twitched in a feline version of a mischievous smile as she snaked out her paw, batting at the streamer of paper just as Willa bent to pick it up. The paper flew across the room, out of Willa's reach.

      "Cut that out. I'm not happy that you made this mess. I'm already behind and now I have to take time to clean this up."

      Willa's exasperated tone sent a wave of guilt through Pandora, but only for a second. It was too much fun messing with Willa for Pandora to feel sorry for her for too long. The cat leapt aside gleefully, then ran around the room, tipping over the small trash barrel Willa had already filled full of toilet paper and spilling it onto the floor. She then slid through the tissue thin paper, causing it to spread around the room, making another big mess.

      "Pandora!" Willa yelled.

      Pandora ignored her. Turning her back on Willa, she flicked her tail and trotted off to her cat bed in the window where she made a show of getting perfectly situated for her mid-morning nap.

      That will teach Willa to chastise me, Pandora thought as she drifted into a deep, blissful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I finished cleaning up the toilet paper and stuffed it into a trash bag which I tossed into the dumpster outside the back door. Settling back in behind the counter, I shot an angry glare at Pandora, but she couldn’t have cared less. She was sleeping soundly in her cat bed, probably dreaming about leaving beheaded mice on my kitchen floor in the middle of the night.

      Several stacks of old books were piled behind the counter. The books were my new inventory and I had to catalog them in my system before they found their places on one of the many bookshelves that created the aisles that made up my store. I usually came in before the shop opened to straighten up and get the cataloging and accounting work done. The morning activities had put me behind schedule.

      I sat on a tall, wooden swivel stool and slid my leg into one of the shelves under the counter to rest it. My leg, which had been shattered in a car accident before I moved to Mystic Notch, had been a source of pain ever since the accident. Thankfully, the pain was getting less intense with each passing month. Or maybe I was just getting more used to it, the same way I was getting used to some of the other side effects that had sprouted from that accident.

      I glanced around the shop looking for a swirl of mist, my ears straining for the sound of a book falling to the floor—all telltale signs of one of those side effects. But the shop was silent and empty. Not that I minded—I needed to get this work done with the least amount of distractions.

      But the quiet didn’t last long. It wasn’t long before the bell over my door chimed and customers started to stream into the shop. Not that I could complain about that. Streams of customers meant more book sales and more book sales meant money. And I dearly needed to keep the shop running.

      The rest of the day flew by and I had barely settled in to cataloging more books when I was interrupted by the insistent meow of Pandora standing over her empty food bowl. She looked up at me with reproachful eyes. The clock on my computer told me it was 6:30 PM. Where had the time gone? Pandora was probably starving. I closed down my computer, remembering the toilet paper incident and not wanting to suffer Pandora’s wrath again.

      “Hey, Pandora, I didn’t know you could tell time.” I reached down to stroke the top of her silky head. “It’s kind of late. Maybe I should go out to eat.”

      “Meroo!” Her meow was laced with panic as if she didn’t want my eating out to delay her supper.

      “Don’t worry,” I laughed. “I’ll feed you first.”

      I filled her food bowl and then fished my phone out of my purse. My on-again-off–again boyfriend, Eddie Striker, was busy working tonight so he wasn’t a candidate for eating supper with me. Maybe my sister, Augusta, would want to meet me for dinner. There was a big age gap between us and we’d never been close when we were children. I moved to Boston when she was still just a kid, so we hadn’t been close as adults, either. Now that I’d moved back home, we were working on getting to know each other.

      Augusta was also the County Sheriff and had a pretty busy schedule, but I knew this was her night off. I punched in her number, disappointment spreading in my chest when she didn’t answer after six rings. I hadn’t seen her in a while and I was actually kind of starting to miss her. I wondered what she'd been up to. Probably holed up in the library studying law books–Augusta wasn’t much of a party animal.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me tonight,” I said to Pandora, who was hunkered down licking the food in her bowl. Apparently, the prospect of spending the night with me was not that interesting to her.

      I made my way around the shop, putting a few books back and turning off the lights. There was no sense in staying open. Mystic Notch pretty much rolled up the sidewalks after supper on a weeknight unless there was some sort of festival going on.

      I locked the front door and turned the sign to ‘Closed’. A light on in one of the stores across the street caught my eye. It was Paisley's store.

      What was she doing open so late?

      I pressed my face closer to the glass. Someone was in there with her. It was George … and it looked like they were arguing.

      I was curious as to what would’ve brought George to her shop even though no one was around to see him. If they really were having an affair, it would seem like he wouldn’t want to be seen there. I was also curious about why they were arguing. Paisley had won the spot in the art show, so it couldn’t be about that.

      Probably just a lover’s spat. I shrugged my shoulders and turned away from the door, then grabbed my purse and started toward the back where my Jeep was parked. Whatever Paisley and George were arguing about, I was sure it was none of my concern.
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