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Dedication

There are many ways to look back at a life —– many see the bad, the hardships, the pain –— others see the lessons and blessings. Two sides of the very same coin.

I was blessed with more than my share of "grandmas" and that was how this pen name came to be –— I only hope they look down on me every now and again with some pride (and probably some shakes of their heads!)

To my son who inspires me endlessly… we will have that little "community" —– just you wait and see.

And to others who —– either through actions or even inactions — motivated me to change my entire life in 2024, thank you.


Chapter 1
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The screech of packing tape echoed through the small kitchen, setting Evi Hutchison’s teeth on edge. She winced as the sound scraped against her frayed nerves.

“Ugh,” she muttered, yanking the tape dispenser too hard and snapping the end off the roll. “Of course. Perfect.”

From the counter, Spinx, her massive black cat, let out a sharp chirp, his golden eyes narrowing in feline disapproval.

“Oh, don’t you start with me,” Evi said, plopping the dispenser onto the table. “It’s not my fault the universe is determined to rub salt in the wound today.”

Spinx leaped onto a half-packed box, his weight causing it to tilt precariously. He regarded her with his usual air of knowing superiority, and then, in a sudden gesture of feline benevolence, nudged his head against her arm.

Evi sighed, her frustration ebbing. “Okay, buddy. You win. I’ll stop wallowing.” She ran her hand along his sleek fur. “It’s just... it’s been a week. First, the downsizing, then the pink slip, and now the house. What’s next? Locusts?”

Spinx chirped again, flicking his tail over her wrist.

“You’re right,” she said with a weary smile. “It’s not all bad. We’ve still got each other. And hey, maybe this is the universe forcing me to make a change, huh? New doors and all that.”

As if on cue, a sharp knock at the door startled her out of her pep talk.

“Annie?” Evi guessed aloud. Her best friend had promised to come over tomorrow, not today.

She pushed the packing tape aside and made her way to the door, brushing a loose strand of brown hair from her face. Spinx trailed behind her, his tail twitching with curiosity.

The sight of Annie Sloan on the porch, balancing two oversized takeout bags and wearing her signature megawatt grin, instantly brightened Evi’s mood.

“Surprise!” Annie sang. “Thought you could use some emergency sustenance. Hope turkey and sun-dried tomato sandwiches still qualify as your favorite.”

“You’re a saint,” Evi said, stepping aside to let her in. “Get in here before I cry all over you.”

They sat at the kitchen table, the scent of roasted turkey mingling with the faint lavender oil that Evi had been burning to “cleanse the stress” earlier.

“So,” Annie began, pulling the sandwich from its wrapper with surgical precision, “what’s the plan?”

Evi raised an eyebrow. “Plan for what? Today? Tomorrow? The rest of my life? Because I’m fresh out of ideas for all three.”

Annie gave her a pointed look. “Evi, you’re not one to mope. I mean, okay, you’re allowed a day or two. But you’ve been sulking for a week. It’s time to get your act together. What’s next?”

Evi hesitated. “Honestly? I don’t know. I’ve been looking for apartments I can afford, but you’ve seen my budget. The options are... grim.”

Annie frowned. “And jobs?”

Evi picked at the crust of her sandwich. “Nothing promising yet. The blog’s doing okay, but it’s not enough to keep me afloat, let alone Spinx and me both.”

Annie reached over and squeezed her hand. “Hey. You’ll figure it out. You always do. And who knows? Maybe something amazing is right around the corner.”

Evi snorted. “Unless someone drops a winning lottery ticket in my mailbox, I don’t see how.”

They finished their lunch, talking about everything and nothing. By the time Annie left, Evi felt marginally better, buoyed by her friend’s relentless optimism.

But as the afternoon turned to evening, reality crept back in. She was on the brink of losing everything she’d worked so hard to build. And worse, she had no idea how to fix it.

She was gathering up the day’s junk mail—mostly circulars and credit card offers—when one envelope stopped her cold.

It was thick, made of expensive stationery, and bore an unfamiliar logo: Simoneaux Law Offices, Stoney Fork, West Virginia.

“What on earth...?” she murmured, carefully tearing it open.

Inside was a letter, its script formal and precise:

Dear Miss Hutchison,

I am the sole executor to the estate of Ms. Lisbeth Janet Hutchison, of Stoney Fork, West Virginia. If you were not previously aware, let me extend my condolences on the sudden passing of your great-aunt Lizzie.

As her attorney, and the executor and administrator of her estate, this letter serves as notification that you are her sole beneficiary. I request you to contact my office at your earliest convenience to arrange for the reading of her last will and testament.

It was Ms. Hutchison’s great desire that her estate be distributed to you promptly upon her passing.

Please do not hesitate to contact me directly at the number provided below.

Sincerely, 
Marcellus Simoneaux, Esq.


Evi stared at the letter, her pulse thudding in her ears.

Great-aunt Lizzie? The same “family embarrassment” her mother had forbidden them to speak of? The one she hadn’t thought about in... decades?

“This... this has to be a mistake,” Evi said aloud, her voice trembling.

Spinx meowed, rubbing against her legs.

Evi dropped into a chair, the letter clutched in her hands. “What on earth could Lizzie have possibly left me?”


Chapter 2
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Evi sat at the small kitchen table, the letter trembling slightly in her hands. The weight of the words seemed to press down on her chest, and she couldn’t shake the growing suspicion that this had to be some kind of scam.

“Spinx, what do you think? Random lawyer in West Virginia? Long-lost great-aunt? It screams too good to be true, doesn’t it?”

Spinx, perched on the windowsill, turned his head slowly toward her, his yellow eyes half-closed, as if to say, And yet, you’re considering it.

She sighed, dropping the letter on the table. The paper fluttered slightly, catching the soft breeze from the open window. Outside, the late afternoon light painted the street in shades of gold, the neighbor’s wind chimes playing a lazy tune in the warm air. The quiet comfort of the moment clashed with the storm of questions in her mind.

Lizzie. The name stirred faint memories—fragments of whispered conversations between her mom and other family members when she was a child. Evi tried to piece them together, but all she could summon was her mother’s sharp tone, “We don’t talk about Lizzie. She’s not someone you need to know about.”

“Well, Mom,” Evi muttered, “looks like Lizzie had other ideas.”

Her eyes drifted to the envelope again. Simoneaux Law Offices. Stoney Fork, West Virginia. She had never even heard of the town, let alone imagined she might have ties there.

The idea of calling the lawyer felt absurd. Yet the steady thrum of curiosity in her chest refused to be ignored. What if it wasn’t a scam? What if Lizzie had left her something real—something that could change everything?

Evi stood abruptly, pushing her chair back with a scrape. Spinx chirped in protest, but she ignored him, walking to the sink and splashing cold water on her face. The coolness shocked her out of her spiral of doubt, at least temporarily.

“All right, Hutchison,” she said to her reflection in the window above the sink, her voice firm. “You’re going to call. Worst-case scenario? It’s nothing. Best case? Who knows?”

Spinx chirped again, this time with approval.

She grabbed her phone, hesitated for a heartbeat, and then dialed the number on the letter. It rang twice before a cheerful voice answered.

“Simoneaux Law Offices, Freda speaking. How can I help you?”

Evi swallowed hard. “Uh, hi. My name is Evi Hutchison. I received a letter from a Mr. Marcellus Simoneaux about... my great-aunt Lizzie’s estate?”

“Oh, yes! Miss Hutchison, we’ve been expecting your call,” Freda said warmly. “One moment, let me transfer you to Mr. Simoneaux.”

The line clicked, and a burst of old jazz music filled the silence. Evi tapped her fingers nervously on the table.

“Miss Hutchison?” A deep, smooth baritone replaced the music, startling her. “This is Marcellus Simoneaux. I’m so glad you called.”

“Hi,” Evi said, suddenly feeling awkward. “Um, I got your letter. About my great-aunt Lizzie?”

“Yes, yes. First, let me say how sorry I am for your loss. Lizzie was a remarkable woman. I imagine this has come as a bit of a surprise to you.”

“You could say that,” Evi replied. “I barely remembered I had a great-aunt Lizzie until about five minutes ago.”

Marcellus chuckled softly. “That doesn’t surprise me. Lizzie and your side of the family were... let’s say, not particularly close. But she knew of you. Quite a bit, actually.”

“She did?” Evi’s brow furrowed.

“Oh, yes. Lizzie was very specific in her wishes regarding her estate, and she was adamant that you were the one she wanted to inherit everything.”

Evi blinked. “Everything?”

“Yes. The house, the business, the trust fund—all of it.”

Her head spun. She leaned heavily against the counter, gripping the edge to steady herself. “I... I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s no rush,” Marcellus assured her. “But we need to arrange for you to come to Stoney Fork for the reading of the will and to handle the transfer of assets. My office will cover all travel expenses, of course.”

Evi bit her lip. “I’m... between jobs right now. I don’t know if I can just pack up and—”

“We’ll make it as easy as possible for you, Miss Hutchison,” Marcellus said. “Lizzie wanted this process to be seamless for you. She left detailed instructions for everything.”

Evi’s curiosity flared again, mingled with a growing sense of unease. “What kind of instructions?”

Marcellus hesitated for a fraction of a second, then said, “We can discuss all of that when you arrive. Do you think you could come this week?”

“This week?” Evi glanced around her half-packed kitchen, then at Spinx, who was now sprawled on the table, tail twitching lazily. “I guess... I don’t see why not.”

“Wonderful. I’ll have my assistant, Freda, handle the arrangements. She’ll call you shortly with the details.”

“Okay. Um, thank you, Mr. Simoneaux.”

“Call me Marcellus, please. And you’re very welcome. I’ll see you soon, Miss Hutchison.”

Evi ended the call and sank into the nearest chair, her mind racing.

“Well, Spinx,” she said, rubbing her temples, “looks like we’re going to West Virginia.”

The cat yawned, as if to say, About time.
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Later that evening, as the first drops of rain began to patter against the window, Evi found herself poring over the letter again. The storm outside grew steadily louder, lightning illuminating the room in brief flashes.

She tried to imagine what kind of life Lizzie had lived. A house, a business, a trust fund—none of it fit with the shadowy figure her mother had always painted Lizzie to be. Who was this woman? And why had she chosen Evi, of all people, to inherit everything?

A low rumble of thunder rattled the windowpane, and Spinx leaped onto her lap, his tail curling around her arm.

“You know,” Evi said, scratching behind his ears, “this feels like the part in a mystery novel where the heroine makes a bad decision. Let’s hope this trip doesn’t end with me on a Dateline special.”

Spinx gave a soft, approving purr, but Evi wasn’t convinced. The sense of foreboding clung to her like the humid air pressing against the glass.

She set the letter aside and stared out into the rain-soaked night. Somewhere out there, in a tiny mountain town she’d never heard of, answers waited. And maybe, just maybe, a new beginning.


Chapter 3
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The morning sunlight poured into Evi’s tiny kitchen, illuminating the clutter of half-packed boxes stacked in every corner. The smell of coffee lingered in the air, mingling with the sharp tang of a lemon-scented candle she’d lit to chase away the mustiness. She cradled a chipped ceramic mug between her hands, staring blankly at her laptop screen.

Her blog dashboard blinked back at her, the cursor hovering over a blank post. The title line taunted her: A New Adventure. She’d typed it out in a fit of optimism, but now it felt like a challenge she wasn’t ready to meet.

“What am I even doing, Spinx?” she muttered. Her cat, perched regally on a stack of books by the window, flicked his tail in response.

The question lingered in the air, heavy with doubt. Evi had spent the better part of the night turning it over in her mind. The idea of leaving behind everything she knew—her routines, her friends, even this cramped apartment she could barely afford—felt both thrilling and terrifying.

But staying here? That felt like slow suffocation.

She closed the laptop with a sigh, abandoning the half-hearted attempt at a blog post. Instead, her eyes drifted to the letter still pinned to the refrigerator with a leaf-shaped magnet.

“Okay, let’s make a list,” she said aloud, grabbing a notebook and pen from the table. Spinx chirped approvingly.

At the top of the page, she scrawled: Reasons to Stay. Beneath it, she hesitated, tapping the pen against her chin.

	Familiarity.

	Annie (but she’s far away anyway).

	Not uprooting my life... again.




Her handwriting grew sloppier as she scribbled the words. She flipped the pen around in her hand and stared at the three measly lines. “Not much of a case, huh?”

Next, she wrote: Reasons to Go.

	Potential fresh start.

	Lizzie’s estate could solve my financial mess.

	Adventure. (Maybe.)

	I need this.




Her hand lingered over the last line. The words felt raw and true, and for a moment, the knot in her chest loosened.

The sound of her phone vibrating on the table broke her train of thought. She glanced at the screen: Simoneaux Law Offices.

“Here we go,” she said, taking a deep breath before answering. “Hello?”

“Good morning, Miss Hutchison!” Freda’s voice was as cheerful as ever. “I’ve finalized your travel arrangements. You’ll be flying into Charleston on Friday morning, and Mr. Simoneaux will have someone pick you up at the airport to drive you to Stoney Fork.”

“Okay,” Evi said, pulling out her calendar and jotting down the details. “Thank you, Freda.”

“My pleasure! Oh, and Mr. Simoneaux asked me to remind you that everything has been covered—flights, transport, even lodging for the weekend. He wants you to focus on enjoying the experience.”

Enjoying the experience. Evi couldn’t help but snort. “I’ll try my best.”

Freda laughed. “I’m sure you’ll love it. Stoney Fork is a charming little town. And Lizzie’s estate is just... well, you’ll see. It’s special.”

Something in Freda’s tone gave Evi pause. She wanted to ask what she meant by “special,” but before she could, Freda wrapped up the call with a cheery goodbye.

Evi set the phone down and stared at the scribbled notes in her planner. Friday. That gave her two days to finish packing and prepare herself mentally. The thought made her stomach flutter with a mix of excitement and dread.

“Two days,” she murmured, looking over at Spinx. “Think I can pull it together by then?”

The cat blinked at her, unimpressed.
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Evi’s apartment was a maze of cardboard boxes and plastic bins, each one labeled in her looping handwriting. She shoved another armful of sweaters into a box, pausing to press the flaps closed before taping it shut.

The faint scent of lavender drifted from the bin marked Candles & Supplies, reminding her of the DIY workshops she used to run for her blog followers. She trailed her fingers over the edges of the bin, a pang of longing tugging at her heart. She’d loved those workshops, the way they gave her a sense of purpose.

Somewhere along the line, though, life had pulled her away from that creative spark. Bills, deadlines, the grind of working for a company that ultimately didn’t care about her—it had all smothered the joy out of her craft.

Maybe that is another reason to go.

The thought lingered as she packed the last of her books, pausing to flip through the pages of a weathered journal tucked between two novels. It was one of her mother’s old diaries, filled with neat, careful handwriting.

Evi traced the faded ink on the inside cover. She hadn’t opened the journal in years, not since her mother had passed. Now, curiosity nudged her to flip through its pages.

The entries were mundane at first—grocery lists, family schedules—but one page stopped her cold.

August 12, 1996. Lizzie came by again today. Always full of strange ideas, that one. I told her to leave well enough alone, but she won’t listen. She never does.

Evi’s chest tightened. Her mother’s words were sharp and dismissive, but there was something unspoken beneath them. Something unresolved.

What had Lizzie done to earn her mother’s ire?

Evi shut the journal and slid it into her bag. Maybe the answers were in Stoney Fork.
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The night settled over the city, draping the streets in a blanket of stillness. Rain tapped against the window in soft, rhythmic bursts, and the faint rumble of thunder echoed in the distance.

Evi sat cross-legged on the floor of her living room, surrounded by half-packed boxes. A candle flickered on the coffee table, casting golden light across the room.

She ran her fingers over the edges of a faded photograph she’d found while packing. It was of her as a child, holding a bouquet of wildflowers in a backyard she barely remembered. Her mother stood behind her, arms crossed and unsmiling.

Evi stared at the photo, a lump forming in her throat. “What would you think of all this, Mom?” she whispered. “Would you even want me to go?”

Spinx padded over and nudged her hand with his nose. His quiet purrs filled the silence, grounding her in the present.

“Maybe it doesn’t matter what you’d think,” Evi said softly, setting the photo aside. “Maybe this is about what I need.”

The rain outside grew heavier, the storm rolling closer. Evi closed her eyes, letting the sound wash over her. Despite the uncertainty, the fear, and the questions that lingered in her mind, she felt the faintest flicker of hope.

Stoney Fork might not have all the answers, but it was a place to start.


Chapter 4
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Evi stood in her apartment doorway, surveying the now-empty space. The echo of her footsteps on the bare hardwood floors felt oddly final, like the punctuation at the end of a long, meandering sentence. Every box, every piece of furniture had been whisked away by the movers just that morning, leaving behind only the faint scent of lavender and lemon that clung to the walls.

Spinx sat by her feet, his leash clipped to a harness he clearly despised. His tail flicked with impatience as he watched her linger.

“Well, buddy, this is it,” Evi said, bending down to scratch his head. “No turning back now.”

The words felt heavy in her mouth, as though saying them out loud made them irrevocable. With one last glance over her shoulder, she pulled the door shut and locked it, slipping the keys into a manila envelope marked Landlord.

As she descended the steps to the waiting rideshare, her heart thudded in her chest. The city was alive outside—horns blaring, people shouting, music spilling out from open windows—but it all felt distant, like she was already half a world away.

The driver, a woman with bright blue braids and a friendly smile, helped her load her luggage. “Heading to the airport, huh?” the woman asked as Evi and Spinx, in his carrier, settled into the back seat.

“Yeah,” Evi said, her voice tight. “Big move.”

The woman nodded knowingly. “I hear ya. Leaving’s always tough. But sometimes, you gotta shake things up, right?”

Evi forced a smile, but her mind was elsewhere. As the car wove through the crowded streets, she found herself staring out the window, watching the city blur past. She’d lived here for nearly a decade, carving out a life that had crumbled in a matter of months.

And now she was leaving it all behind.
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The airport was a hive of activity, chaotic and loud. Evi navigated the check-in counters and security lines with a growing sense of unease, clutching Spinx’s carrier as though it were an anchor tethering her to reality.

Spinx yowled indignantly as the TSA agents examined the carrier, drawing sympathetic looks from other travelers. “Sorry, Spinxy,” Evi murmured, stroking the top of the carrier to soothe him. “Just a little longer.”

By the time she reached the gate, her nerves were frayed. She sank into one of the hard plastic seats, staring at the boarding sign for her flight to Charleston, West Virginia. The words felt foreign, almost surreal.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

Annie: Safe travels, girl! Call me the second you get there, okay? XO.

Evi smiled faintly as she typed out a reply. Will do. Thanks for everything, Annie.

The boarding announcement crackled over the speakers, and Evi gathered her things, clutching Spinx’s carrier as she made her way onto the plane. The cabin was cramped, the air thick with the smell of recycled oxygen and overly sweet coffee. She slid into her seat by the window, glancing outside as the tarmac workers bustled below.

As the plane began to taxi, a knot of anxiety tightened in her stomach. This was really happening. She was leaving behind everything she knew for a town she’d never seen, for a house she couldn’t picture, for a life she couldn’t imagine.

The plane’s engines roared to life, and Evi gripped the armrests as it lifted off the ground. She stared out the window, watching the city shrink beneath her until it was nothing but a patchwork of gray and green.

For the first time in days, she allowed herself to breathe.
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The small regional airport in Charleston was a stark contrast to the bustling chaos she’d left behind. It was quiet, almost eerily so, with its carpeted floors and sleepy atmosphere.

Evi stepped off the plane and into the terminal, clutching Spinx’s carrier tightly. He was still sulking from the flight, his ears flattened in protest.

A blue and gold painted sign reading Welcome to West Virginia! hung over the entrance to baggage claim, flanked by potted ferns and a bright nature-inspired tourism display. Evi took a deep breath, the air feeling lighter here, fresher somehow.

“Miss Hutchison?”

Evi turned to see a tall woman with silver-streaked hair and a warm smile holding a sign with her name on it.

“Yes, that’s me,” Evi said, adjusting the carrier.

“Freda Thomas, at your service,” the woman said, extending a hand. “Mr. Simoneaux sent me to fetch you. I hope your flight was smooth.”

“Smooth enough,” Evi said, shaking Freda’s hand.

“Good to hear. Come on, let’s get you to Stoney Fork. It’s about an hour’s drive.”

They made their way to the parking lot, where a fiery red Dodge Challenger gleamed under the midday sun.

“This is yours?” Evi asked, eyebrows raised.

“Sure is,” Freda said with a wink. “Lizzie used to call it my midlife crisis car, but I like to think of it as my freedom machine. Hop in.”
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The road to Stoney Fork wound through dense forests and rolling hills, the kind of landscape Evi had only ever seen on postcards. The trees towered overhead, their leaves forming a lush canopy that dappled the road with sunlight.

Freda kept up a steady stream of conversation, pointing out landmarks and sharing tidbits about the area.

“See that ridge over there? That’s called Devil’s Backbone. Legend has it there’s buried treasure somewhere up there, though no one’s ever found it.”

Evi smiled faintly, though her thoughts were elsewhere. She stared out the window, the weight of the past few days pressing down on her.

“You okay, hon?” Freda asked, glancing at her.

“Yeah,” Evi said quickly. “Just... a lot to take in, you know?”

Freda nodded. “I get it. Moving’s always a big adjustment, especially when you’re heading somewhere new. But you’ll find your footing. Stoney Fork’s a good place, full of good people. And Lizzie’s house... well, let’s just say you’ll see why she loved it so much.”

The car crested a hill, and Freda slowed down. “There it is,” she said, nodding toward the valley below.

Evi leaned forward, her breath catching in her throat. Nestled in the heart of the valley was a small town, its streets lined with colorful buildings and shaded by towering oak trees. A river wound lazily through the town, glinting in the sunlight like a ribbon of silver.

“That’s Stoney Fork,” Freda said. “Your new home.”

Evi stared at the scene, a mix of awe and trepidation swirling in her chest. It looked like something out of a storybook, too perfect to be real.

As they descended into the valley, the scent of fresh pine and wildflowers filled the air. Evi rolled down the window, letting the breeze wash over her. For the first time in weeks, she felt a flicker of hope.

Maybe this was exactly where she needed to be.


Chapter 5
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The Challenger rumbled into town, its low growl bouncing off the buildings that lined Main Street. Evi sat rigid in the passenger seat, her fingers gripping Spinx’s carrier. The cat, for his part, seemed unimpressed, having finally settled into resigned silence after the long journey.

The heart of Stoney Fork was even more picturesque than it had appeared from the hilltop. The streets were wide but quiet, lined with brick storefronts painted in cheerful colors—sunflower yellow, robins-egg blue, sage green. Hanging baskets overflowing with petunias swung gently from lampposts, and hand-painted wooden signs advertised businesses like Top O’ the Muffin and Beans & Books.

“This here’s Main Street,” Freda said, waving a hand toward the stretch of shops. “If you need anything, this is the place to start. We’ve got a little of everything—Tony’s bakery over there is a must, by the way. Best muffins you’ll ever taste. And that’s Hugo’s bookstore just next to it—he’s a character, but he knows his books.”

Evi nodded, trying to take it all in. It felt surreal, like stepping into the pages of a storybook. Everything about the town seemed... quaint, but not in a contrived way. It was as though Stoney Fork had existed for decades, untouched by the frantic pace of modern life.

Freda turned down a side street, the car’s tires crunching on gravel. “Now, over here’s where you’ll find some of the town offices. And—oh, there’s Joe Stone, our sheriff.”

Evi glanced out the window to see a broad-shouldered man in his forties tipping his hat to a woman walking her dog. His uniform was neatly pressed, and his face was framed by a strong jawline and a warm, easygoing smile. He raised a hand in greeting as Freda drove past.

“Joe’s good people,” Freda said. “If you ever need anything, he’s your guy. Knows just about everyone in town.”

As they wound through the streets, Evi’s unease began to ease. There was a strange, almost magnetic pull to the town—a quiet charm that made her want to explore every nook and cranny.

“Here we are,” Freda announced as they turned onto a dirt road shaded by towering maple trees on the outskirts of town.

Evi leaned forward in her seat, her pulse quickening as the house came into view.

[image: image-placeholder]


The first thing Evi noticed was the color: a soft lavender that glowed faintly in the golden afternoon light. The house was two stories tall, with a wraparound porch adorned with hanging plants and wind chimes that tinkled softly in the breeze. The windows were large, framed by deep purple shutters, and a weathered wooden swing swayed gently at one end of the porch.

“Welcome home,” Freda said, pulling to a stop in the gravel driveway.

Evi swallowed hard, her eyes scanning every detail of the house. It was beautiful, no doubt about that. But there was something else—something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. The air here felt... different. Heavy, but not oppressive. Almost like the house was watching her, waiting to see what she’d do.

Freda stepped out of the car, motioning for Evi to follow. “Come on, let me show you around.”

Spinx meowed plaintively as Evi lifted his carrier, muttering, “I know, buddy. This is weird for me, too.”

The porch steps creaked under her weight, their weathered wood worn smooth by years of use. Freda produced a key from her pocket, slipping it into the ornate brass lock.

The door swung open with a soft groan, revealing a cozy interior bathed in warm, amber light.

“Lizzie had good taste,” Freda said, stepping inside.

The living room was a perfect blend of vintage charm and bohemian flair. A deep purple velvet sofa sat beneath a large bay window, surrounded by mismatched armchairs upholstered in floral prints. The walls were lined with shelves overflowing with books, crystals, and potted plants, while a Persian rug covered the hardwood floor. A fireplace with a carved stone mantle dominated one wall, its hearth filled with neatly stacked firewood.

Evi stepped inside hesitantly, her eyes darting around. The house smelled of lavender and rosemary, with a faint undertone of beeswax and aged wood. It felt... alive, in a way that was both comforting and unsettling.

“She kept it just like this,” Freda said, running her fingers over the edge of a shelf. “Never one to shy away from color, that’s for sure.”

Evi nodded, taking it all in. It was so different from the sterile, minimalist apartments she’d lived in over the years. This place had personality, layers of it, like every object held a story waiting to be told.

“Come on, let me show you the kitchen.”

The kitchen was just as inviting, with butter-yellow cabinets and a farmhouse sink that looked like it had seen decades of use. Copper pots hung from a rack above the island, and the countertops were cluttered with jars of spices, dried herbs, and antique tins. A small breakfast nook overlooked the backyard, where a garden teemed with vibrant flowers and vegetables.

Evi stepped to the window, her breath catching at the sight. Beyond the garden, a narrow path led down to the river, its waters glinting like liquid gold in the fading light.

“She loved that garden,” Freda said, following her gaze. “Spent more time out there than inside, I reckon. Grew everything herself—herbs, vegetables, even a few exotic plants she brought back from her travels. If you ever need a lesson in gardening, just ask Tony over at the bakery. He helped her with the tougher stuff.”

Evi’s stomach tightened as she stared out at the garden. She could almost see Lizzie out there, her hands dirty from planting, her face lit up with joy.

“This is... a lot,” Evi admitted, turning back to Freda.

Freda gave her a sympathetic smile. “I know it’s overwhelming, hon. But take your time. You’ll grow into it, just like she did.”

They continued the tour, moving upstairs to the bedrooms. Lizzie’s room was the largest, its walls painted a soft green that reminded Evi of springtime. The bed was covered in a patchwork quilt, and the nightstand held a stack of well-worn books and a small, ornate lamp.

Evi ran her fingers over the edge of the quilt, feeling a pang of emotion she couldn’t quite name.

“She always said this house was her sanctuary,” Freda said softly. “A place where she could be herself, no matter what the world outside thought.”

Evi nodded, her throat tight.

After touring the house, Freda led her outside to the garden. The air was thick with the scent of honeysuckle and freshly turned soil, and the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the rows of plants.

Evi kneeled beside a patch of lavender, running her fingers over the fragrant stalks. She felt a strange sense of connection, like the garden was welcoming her in its own way.

Beyond the garden, the river called to her. She wandered down the path, the sound of the water growing louder with each step. When she reached the dock, she stopped, staring out at the rippling surface.

This might just be it. Her new home.


Chapter 6
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The inn’s dining room was warm and inviting, with the scent of freshly brewed coffee wafting through the air. Golden morning sunlight streamed through the lace-trimmed curtains, casting soft patterns on the polished wooden floor. Evi sat at a corner table, nursing her cup of tea and trying to shake the nervous knot in her stomach. Spinx lounged on the chair beside her, his eyes lazily following the innkeeper as she refilled a guest’s coffee.

“You sure know how to make yourself at home,” Evi murmured to the cat, scratching behind his ears. His low purr was soothing, though it did little to ease her growing anxiety.

A sharp rap on the doorframe drew her attention. Marcellus Simoneaux, dressed impeccably in a navy suit and tie, entered with a warm smile. He carried a leather briefcase that looked older than her and exuded an air of quiet authority.

“Good morning, Miss Hutchison. Hope I’m not interrupting,” he said, pulling out the chair opposite her.

Evi waved him to sit. “Not at all. Just me and Spinx here, trying to process... well, everything.”

Marcellus chuckled. “I imagine it’s been quite the whirlwind for you. Shall we dive in?” He opened his briefcase, retrieving several crisp documents, and placing them on the table.

As he explained the details of the will, Evi felt a weight settle on her shoulders. She’d known there were stipulations to the inheritance, but hearing them spelled out in Marcellus’s calm, measured voice made it all feel real.

“To inherit the entirety of your great-aunt Lizzie’s estate, you must meet a few key conditions,” he began. “Firstly, you’re required to reside at her house in Stoney Fork. Secondly, you must assume ownership and management of her business, Silver Sage Naturals. And lastly, you may not sell the property or the business. They must remain in the family.” He paused, giving her a moment to absorb the information.

“And if I don’t agree?” she asked, though she feared she already knew the answer.

“Then the estate, including the shop and house, will be liquidated, with the proceeds donated to several charities of her choosing. However, there is a one-year and one-day grace period after you decline—just in case you change your mind.”

Evi let out a slow breath, staring at the fine print of the documents in front of her. The idea of living in Stoney Fork wasn’t unpleasant. The town had a certain charm that was hard to resist. But the responsibility of running a shop? No option to sell and keep the money if she changed her mind? That was a whole different story.

“I’ve never managed a business,” she admitted, running a hand through her hair. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Marcellus said with a reassuring smile. “I’ll handle the financial side and provide guidance as needed. And Silver Sage has a loyal customer base. Lizzie built something special there; you won’t be starting from scratch.”

Spinx let out a low chirp, as if in agreement, and Marcellus chuckled. “Even your cat seems to think it’s a good idea.”

Evi smiled faintly. “He’s bossy like that.” She leaned back in her chair, staring out the window at the quiet street beyond. “I don’t know. It’s a lot to take in.”

“There’s no rush,” Marcellus said, though his tone suggested otherwise. “Take some time to explore the shop, see what Lizzie built. It might help you decide.”

Evi nodded, grateful for the chance to gather her thoughts. “I think I’ll do that.”
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The shop was nestled in a charming plaza near the river, its bay windows framed by flower boxes overflowing with marigolds and lavender. The hand-painted sign above the door read Silver Sage Naturals & Books in a curling script, with tiny illustrations of herbs twining around the letters.

Spinx leaped out of the car and stretched lazily on the sidewalk as Evi hesitated in front of the door. There was an odd energy about the place, something both inviting and… charged. Shaking off the feeling, she turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open.

The scent of dried herbs and beeswax candles enveloped her instantly, warm and earthy. Sunlight filtered through the front windows, casting dappled patterns across rows of shelves lined with apothecary jars, hand-labeled with neat, careful writing. Lavender, chamomile, valerian root, rose petals…

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured, running her fingers along the edge of a wooden display table.

Spinx padded ahead, his tail flicking as he sniffed at the air. His ears twitched, and he let out a low meow, staring intently toward the back of the shop.

“What is it, Spinxy?” Evi followed his gaze but saw nothing unusual. Still, the air felt… different. Heavy, almost. She shook her head. “It’s just an old shop. Nothing to worry about.”

As she wandered the space, something caught her eye—a slip of paper tucked under a stack of books on the counter. Curious, she pulled it free. The edges were creased, and the ink had smudged slightly, but the words were clear:

Miss Hutchison,Your refusal to sell the property is deeply disappointing. We could have come to a mutually beneficial agreement. Please reconsider my offer before more drastic measures become necessary.— Hugo Bates

Evi frowned, reading the note again. She didn’t know this Hugo Bates, but the tone of the letter made her uneasy. Who writes “drastic measures” in a business offer? Was this just harmless frustration… or something more?

A soft creak behind her interrupted her thoughts. She spun around, her heart leaping into her throat, but the shop was empty. Spinx sat near the door to the back room, his fur puffed slightly. He stared at something just out of sight, his body tense.

“Spinx?” Evi whispered, taking a step closer. Her own pulse quickened as she reached for the doorknob. But when she opened it, there was nothing but a narrow hallway leading to a storeroom and stairs to the upstairs apartment.

The feeling of being watched lingered, though, prickling at the back of her neck. She turned back to the main shop, determined to shake off the unease.

“All right, Lizzie,” she muttered to herself. “What on earth were you mixed up in?”
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By the time she locked up the shop, her head was spinning. The note from Hugo, the strange energy in the shop, and the overwhelming task of deciding her future—it was all too much. She sat on a bench outside, Spinx curling up beside her, and stared at the river glinting in the afternoon sun.

Stoney Fork felt like a world away from everything she’d known. Yet, it tugged at her in a way she couldn’t quite explain.

Evi sighed, stroking Spinx’s fur as she glanced back at the shop. “What do you think, buddy? Should we stay? Or run while we still can?”

Spinx purred softly, his golden eyes half-closed. For once, he didn’t offer an opinion.


Chapter 7
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The sunlight had shifted to a softer golden hue by the time Evi returned to the inn. The day’s events weighed heavily on her shoulders as she trudged up the creaking stairs to her room, Spinx trotting ahead as though the weight of the world was no concern of his. Once inside, she dropped her bag by the door, sank into the cushioned armchair by the window, and stared out at the distant rooftops of Stoney Fork. Spinx, sensing her restlessness, leaped onto her lap, nudging her hand for attention.

She fished her phone out of her pocket and scrolled to Annie’s name. Annie would know what to say—she always did.

The phone rang twice before a familiar, bubbly voice answered. “Evi! Oh my gosh, how’s small-town life treating you? Have you discovered a secret pie recipe or joined a quilting circle yet?”

Evi let out a soft laugh, the sound easing the knot of tension in her chest. “Not quite. But Annie, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I have discovered I’m hopelessly out of my depth. It’s like stepping into someone else’s life.”

“Uh-oh,” Annie said, concern lacing her voice. “Start at the beginning. Spill. What’s going on? ”

Evi recounted her whirlwind of a week—finding out more about the inheritance, the conditions of Lizzie’s will, and the surreal experience of stepping into the Silver Sage Naturals shop. She even mentioned the unsettling energy she’d felt there, though she kept her tone light to avoid sounding too “woo-woo.” She described the mysterious note from Hugo Bates, the strange energy in the shop, and the overwhelming task of deciding whether to stay.

When she finally paused for breath, Annie didn’t respond right away. Instead, Evi heard the faint sound of typing on a keyboard.

“Are you Googling Hugo Bates?” Evi asked with a chuckle.

“Of course I am! Do you think I’m going to sit here and not investigate? Give me a second.” Annie hummed thoughtfully. “Hmm. Looks like he’s the owner of some bookstore-slash-antique shop in town. Pretty low-profile, but he’s been in business for a while. Nothing shady popping up yet, but that note you found? Kind of gives me villain vibes.”

“Tell me about it,” Evi said, leaning back in her chair. “But Lizzie seemed to trust him enough to let him make an offer for the shop. That’s what I don’t get.”

“Maybe it wasn’t trust so much as politeness,” Annie offered. “Or maybe he thought he could push her into selling.”

“Maybe,” Evi murmured, staring out the window again. “It just feels… off.”

“So,” Annie said carefully, “what’s your gut telling you? About staying, I mean. Forget Hugo for a second—do you feel like this is something you could do? And forget the practical stuff—what does your gut say?”

Evi hesitated. “My gut is confused. On one hand, it feels right being here, like maybe I could belong. The town is lovely, and the shop is… well, it’s incredible. But the responsibility feels huge. I’m scared I’ll screw it all up. But then I think about the responsibility, the risk of failing. What if I can’t live up to Lizzie’s expectations? What if I’m just not enough?”

“Evi,” Annie said gently, “you’re one of the most capable people I know,” Annie said firmly. “You’ve been through so much, and you’ve come out stronger every time. Running a shop? You can handle it. Lizzie wouldn’t have left this to you if she didn’t believe in you. And you don’t have to be perfect right away. You’ll figure it out—one day, one step, one lavender-scented sachet at a time. And you’ll have help, right? That lawyer guy—what’s his name? ”

Evi laughed. “You make it sound so easy.”

“Easy? No. Worth it? Yes. And listen, small-town life might surprise you. I can already picture you fitting in there, making the shop your own, having cozy conversations with eccentric customers. And if it doesn’t work out, there’s that grace period, right? But don’t let fear be the reason you say no.”

“And his name is Marcellus,” Evi supplied.

“Yeah, him. He sounds like he’s got your back. And hey, if nothing else, you’ll have a built-in excuse to avoid holiday dinners with your extended family. Win-win!”

Evi laughed despite herself. “You always know how to put things in perspective.”

Evi stared out the window, her friend’s words resonating in a way that made her chest ache. “Thanks, Annie. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’d survive. You’re tougher than you think,” Annie said with a grin in her voice. “But hey, don’t leave me hanging! Text me updates, pictures—oh, and let me know if you stumble on a secret potion recipe. Preferably one that makes my ex disappear.”

Evi laughed again, the warmth of their banter lifting her spirits. “Deal.”
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The next morning, Evi met with Marcellus in the cozy sitting room of the inn. The crackling fire cast flickering shadows on the walls, and the faint aroma of coffee mingled with freshly baked scones. Spinx curled up at Evi’s feet, his eyes lazily watching the world go by.

Marcellus folded his hands on the table and leaned forward. “Have you come to a decision?”

Evi took a deep breath, her conversation with Annie still fresh in her mind. “Yes. I’m staying.”

Marcellus’s face softened with a genuine smile. “I’m glad to hear that. Lizzie would be, too.”

For a moment, his professional mask slipped, and Evi saw a flicker of something deeper—grief, perhaps, or admiration for Lizzie.

“You knew her well, didn’t you?” Evi asked softly.

“I did,” Marcellus said, his gaze dropping briefly to the table. “She wasn’t just a client; she was a dear friend. A mentor, even. Lizzie had a way of drawing people in, of making you feel you belonged.” He smiled faintly. “She had a sharp wit and an even sharper sense of justice. She always fought for what she believed in. ”

Evi nodded, taking in his words. Yet in the back of her mind, that tiny voice whispered: He’s the sole executor of the estate. He had access to everything Lizzie left behind. Wouldn’t that give him the perfect opportunity to…

She shook off the thought, a pang of guilt following in its wake. Marcellus had been nothing but kind and supportive. There was no reason to doubt his intentions.

Still, she couldn’t resist asking, “How did you and Lizzie become friends? You seem so… different.”

Marcellus smiled faintly, as though expecting the question. “It’s a long story, but I’ll give you the short version. When I was younger—teenager, actually—I made some stupid choices. One of those choices was trying to shoplift from Silver Sage Naturals.”

Evi blinked in surprise. “Lizzie caught you?”

“She did,” he said, his expression tinged with nostalgia. “But she didn’t call the sheriff. Instead, she gave me a job. Said if I had so much time on my hands, I could put it to better use stocking shelves and cleaning jars. At first, I thought it was just punishment, but over time, we got to talking. She saw something in me that I didn’t even see in myself. She said I had a sharp mind for numbers and business. Eventually, she convinced me to go to college—helped pay for it, actually, on the condition that I’d become her lawyer and financial advisor.”

Evi’s suspicion evaporated like mist in the morning sun. “She must have meant a lot to you.”

“She did,” Marcellus said, his voice thick with emotion. “Lizzie changed my life. I owe her everything.”

Evi smiled, feeling the warmth of his words settle in her chest. “She had a way of bringing out the best in people, didn’t she? She sounds amazing. I wish I’d known her better.”

“She did. You’ll get to know her in your own way. Through her work, her shop, and the people whose lives she touched. That’s part of her legacy.” Marcellus agreed. Then he straightened, his tone becoming businesslike again. “Now, let’s talk about next steps. There’s some paperwork to finalize, and we’ll need to set a timeline for officially reopening the shop. I’ll also connect you with the suppliers Lizzie used—they’re some of the best in the business.”

As Marcellus continued, Evi felt a flicker of hope. She wasn’t doing this alone, and with Marcellus’s help, maybe—just maybe—she could turn Lizzie’s legacy into something extraordinary.


Chapter 8
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The sun was spilling golden light through the lace curtains in Evi’s room at the Stoney Fork Inn when a knock sounded on her door. Spinx, sprawled across the windowsill, lifted his head and let out a curious chirp.

Evi set down her coffee mug, feeling a flicker of anticipation and nervousness. She crossed the room and opened the door to find Marcellus, holding a slim leather folder in one hand and a to-go cup of coffee in the other.

“Good morning, Evi,” he greeted her warmly, his deep voice cutting through the quiet of the inn.

“Good morning, Marcellus.” She stepped aside to let him in.

“I come bearing good news,” he said as he handed her the to-go cup, the smell of cinnamon and caramel wafting through the air. “The paperwork is all filed and finalized. You are now, officially, the proud owner of Lizzie’s estate.”

Evi’s heart did a little flip. “That’s... surreal. Thank you for handling everything so quickly.”

He smiled, setting the folder on the small round table in the room. “It’s my pleasure. And I thought, since it’s such a nice morning, maybe I could show you around the shop officially? I know you got a glimpse before, but we could go over some of the business details—Lizzie’s books, the vendor list, that sort of thing.”

Evi hesitated for just a moment before nodding. “That sounds like a good idea. Let me grab my bag.”
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The Silver Sage Naturals shop was bathed in soft morning light when Marcellus unlocked the front door. Evi stepped inside, her eyes tracing the wooden shelves laden with jars, bottles, and neatly stacked bundles of herbs. The air smelled of lavender, clove, and something faintly sweet that she couldn’t place.

Marcellus followed behind her, flipping on the lights. “Welcome back,” he said with a small smile. “Lizzie really loved this place, as I’m sure you can tell. It was her haven.”

Evi nodded, trailing her fingers along the smooth wood of the counter. “It feels... alive, in a way. Like it’s waiting.”

Marcellus chuckled. “That sounds like something Lizzie would say. She always believed the shop had a soul of its own.”

Evi’s gaze wandered to the far side of the room, where sunlight caught on a jar of rose petals, turning them a vivid red. She felt it again—the same prickle she’d experienced the first time she’d visited. It was as if someone was watching her, just out of sight.

“Did you feel that?” she asked, her voice low.

Marcellus frowned slightly. “Feel what?”

“Nothing.” Evi shook her head, brushing it off, though her eyes lingered on the shadows at the edge of the room.

Marcellus gave her a curious look, but said nothing. Instead, he gestured toward the hallway at the back of the shop. “Let me give you the full tour.”

The hallway was narrow, with a well-worn wooden floor and several doors. Marcellus pointed to each in turn. “This is the back exit, for deliveries. The storeroom is here—plenty of space for extra inventory. The restroom is there. And this,” he said, pausing in front of a door with a stained-glass panel depicting a crescent moon and stars, “was Lizzie’s private reading room.”

Evi tilted her head, intrigued. “Reading room?”

“She offered tarot readings, energy work, that sort of thing. She didn’t advertise it widely—word of mouth brought in most of her clients. But people swore by her.”

He opened the door, revealing a cozy room lit by strands of fairy lights strung along the ceiling. A small round table sat in the center, draped in a deep purple cloth embroidered with silver stars. A deck of tarot cards lay neatly stacked on the table, alongside a bundle of sage and a few polished crystals.

Evi stepped inside, her fingers brushing against the cloth. She could almost picture Lizzie sitting there, her hands hovering over the cards, her expression calm and knowing.

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured.

Marcellus nodded. “She had a way of making every space her own.”

He led her to the stairs at the end of the hall. “Upstairs is a small apartment. Lizzie used it when she worked late or wanted some quiet time away from home. It’s locked right now, but I have the key if you want to see it.”

Evi hesitated. “Maybe later. It feels... personal. Like I’d be intruding.”

Marcellus gave her a small, understanding smile. “I get that. Take your time.”
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Back downstairs, Marcellus pulled a thick ledger from behind the counter and opened it to a bookmarked page and slid it toward her. “Here’s Lizzie’s vendor list. She was meticulous about keeping records. Everything’s here—what she ordered, how often, even notes about her favorite suppliers.”

Evi ran her fingers over the edge of the page, studying the elegant handwriting. “She really poured her heart into this place, didn’t she?”

“She did. It was her pride and joy.”

Evi paused, then glanced up at him. “I heard someone else was interested in the shop—a man named Hugo Bates? Apparently, he wanted to buy it from Lizzie.”

Marcellus chuckled, the corners of his eyes crinkling with amusement. “Oh, Hugo. Yes, he’s made offers a few times over the years. Hugo owns Books & Beans, a very... let’s say, curated shop of vintage and rare books, added coffee and tea and changed the name some years back. He always thought Lizzie’s shop was the perfect location for an expansion.”

Evi raised an eyebrow. “And Lizzie? Did she ever consider selling?”

“Not for a second,” Marcellus replied firmly, leaning casually against the counter. “Lizzie used to say that Silver Sage Naturals wasn’t just a shop—it was her legacy. Hugo would bring it up every so often, but Lizzie had a way of shutting him down with her trademark charm and sass.”

“What’s he like?” Evi asked, curious.

Marcellus shrugged, a small smile playing on his lips. “Hugo’s harmless. Stuffy, sure—he’s got that stern English demeanor, always impeccably dressed, always slightly annoyed at something. He can be gruff, but trust me, he’s all bark and no bite. Lizzie knew that too. They actually got along better than most people think, despite their little spats over the shop.”

Evi nodded thoughtfully, filing the information away. Marcellus’s relaxed tone and easy dismissal of Hugo didn’t quite erase the flicker of curiosity she felt. Maybe Marcellus was right, and Hugo was nothing more than a harmless competitor. Still, something about the idea of Hugo repeatedly pressing Lizzie to sell the shop made her stomach tighten just slightly.

Evi smiled faintly, remembering Marcellus telling her about how he and Lizzie met, imagining a younger Marcellus under Lizzie’s watchful eye.

“What?” Marcellus grinned.

“I was just thinking about how you and Lizzie met here.”

He chuckled, leaning back against the counter. “That’s a story. When I was a teenager, I wasn’t exactly... on the straight and narrow. Then trying to shoplift from this very store?” He shook his head.

Evi’s eyebrows shot up. “Can't imagine that. You? A shoplifter?”

“I know, hard to believe, right?” He grinned, then grew serious. “She gave me a chance.” He smiled, a mix of fondness and gratitude in his expression. “She changed my life. I wouldn’t be where I am today without her.”

Evi felt a pang of guilt for the fleeting moment of suspicion she’d had about Marcellus earlier. “She must’ve thought the world of you.”

“I hope so,” he whispered. “I thought the world of her.”
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As they left the shop, Evi couldn’t shake the lingering prickle of unease. She glanced back at the building, half-expecting to see a shadow in the window.

“Everything okay?” Marcellus asked as he locked the door behind them.

“Yeah,” Evi said, forcing a smile. “Just... a lot to take in.”

He nodded. “If you need help moving in or getting the shop ready, let me know. And about that reopening—we could make it a proper event, something to draw people in. A festival, maybe?”

Evi’s lips quirked into a smile. “A grand reopening... I like the sound of that.”

“Then it’s settled. We’ll start planning soon.”

As she watched him walk back toward his car, Evi felt a strange mix of emotions—hope, curiosity, and the faintest flicker of suspicion.

And when she turned back toward the inn, Spinx let out a soft, low growl, his yellow eyes fixed on the shop door behind them.


Chapter 9
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The morning sun sparkled across the dew-laden flowers outside Silver Sage Naturals, giving the garden an almost enchanted shimmer. Evi kneeled in the soil, wearing a pair of borrowed gloves she’d found tucked under the shop counter, and carefully pruned the lavender that had grown wild since Lizzie’s passing. The air carried a soft hum of bees flitting from flower to flower, adding a serene rhythm to the stillness of the morning, while the sweet, calming scent floated in the air, mingling with the faint aroma of sage and rosemary still clinging to the shop’s walls.

As she worked, her fingertips brushed the cool, waxy leaves of sage and the delicate blooms of chamomile. The earthy scents blended with the faint aroma of Lizzie’s shop—a heady mix of dried herbs, aged wood, and a lingering whisper of frankincense.

“Lizzie, you must’ve had such a knack for this, you really knew how to make things beautiful,” Evi murmured to herself, her voice soft with admiration. “Everything here just feels alive.”

Spinx lounged nearby on the warm stone step, one paw lazily batting at a trailing vine that had crept too close to the shop. Occasionally, his ears would twitch, and he’d glance toward the shop as if keeping watch for something unseen.

“Are you seeing something I’m not, buddy?” Evi asked, brushing a strand of hair from her face. Spinx purred and batted at the air, his tail twitching in amusement.

Evi’s peaceful moment was interrupted by a voice—warm but edged with sharp curiosity.

“Well, well! Good morning, dear! So, you’re the new Hutchison everyone’s been whispering about.”

Evi looked up to see a tall woman standing on the sidewalk, her silvery hair swept into an elaborate updo that seemed almost theatrical. She wore a flowing caftan adorned with swirling patterns of purple and gold, and around her neck was a pendant that glittered in the sunlight—an ornate pentacle.

“Hi there,” Evi said, rising to her feet and brushing the dirt from her hands onto her jeans. “You caught me in the middle of some garden therapy.”

The woman stepped closer, her sharp, birdlike gaze flicking between Evi and the shop. “You must be Lizzie’s niece. Well, great-niece, I suppose. Everyone’s been talking about you. Oh, darling, don’t mind me. I’m Mabel Roan. Lizzie and I were... acquaintances. You might say we moved in similar circles.”

“Nice to meet you, Mabel,” Evi said, extending a hand. Mabel took it, her grip surprisingly firm for her delicate frame.

“I’ve heard so much about you,” Mabel continued, her tone conversational but probing. “Word travels fast here in Stoney Fork, you know. People are... curious about what you plan to do with Lizzie’s legacy.”

“Well,” Evi said, brushing a strand of hair from her face, “I’m still figuring it all out. The shop means a lot to this community, so I’m hoping to keep it going.”

Mabel’s painted lips curved into a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, and her gaze drifted over the shop, her expression hard to read. “That’s a noble goal, but it’s good to see someone taking over the place. Of course, it’s quite the undertaking. Lizzie’s shoes are rather big to fill, wouldn’t you say?”

Evi tilted her head, sensing the subtle challenge in Mabel’s words. “I’ve got a lot to learn, though. Lizzie was so experienced, and I’m... well, new to all of this. It’s definitely a challenge, but I’m up for it.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Mabel said with a tilt of her head. “Lizzie always had a way of making things work. Though I imagine it’s quite the responsibility to take on.”

Mabel leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Tell me, dear, have you had any... unusual experiences in the shop? Lizzie was always dabbling in things beyond the ordinary, if you catch my meaning.”

Evi hesitated, unsure how much to share. “It’s definitely... unique. Lizzie left behind a lot to explore.”

“I’m sure she did,” Mabel said with a knowing nod. “You know, I run a coven here in town. We focus on spiritual guidance, herbal remedies, and the occasional séance.” She smiled slyly. “If you ever need assistance tapping into the shop’s... energy, I’d be happy to help.”

“Thanks,” Evi said carefully. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Mabel’s gaze lingered on Evi for a moment, as though trying to peel back her thoughts. Then, with a flourish of her caftan, she turned to leave. “Best of luck, dear. And do let me know if you need anything. I’ll be keeping an eye on things.”

As Mabel walked away, Evi felt a strange mix of relief and unease. There was something about the woman’s tone—too friendly on the surface, but with a current of something unsaid running beneath.

“Spinx,” she said to the cat, who had been watching Mabel intently, “please tell me we don’t have to deal with that every day. Guess we’ve got an audience, huh?”

Spinx let out a chirp and trotted inside as if to say, Get back to work.
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The interior of Silver Sage Naturals was a treasure trove of sensory delights. Shelves lined the walls, each crammed with jars of dried herbs, vials of fragrant essential oils, and hand-labeled tins of tea blends. There were bottles of homemade lotions and creams, their labels written in Lizzie’s elegant handwriting, and bundles of dried lavender and sage hung from the ceiling beams, filling the air with a soothing aroma.

Evi wandered through the aisles, her fingers brushing over the smooth glass jars and the soft fabric of woven sachets. Lizzie had clearly poured her heart into the shop, and Evi felt a pang of responsibility to honor her memory.

She paused at the counter, where a stack of books on herbalism and energy healing waited to be shelved. “Lizzie, you were a busy woman,” she murmured.

As she moved toward the back room, she felt that familiar, subtle shift in the air. The fine hairs on her arms stood on end.

“All right, whoever—or whatever—you are,” she said, her voice light, “I’m not scared of you. But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t sneak up on me.”

The room was silent, but Spinx suddenly dashed across the floor, leaping playfully into the air as though chasing an invisible friend.

Evi laughed nervously. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

A sudden gust of cool air brushed past her, raising goosebumps on her arms.

“Okay, then,” she said, her voice slightly shaky. “Nice to meet you, too. Great. My cat’s playing with ghosts, and I’m talking to them. This town is already making me crazy.”

But despite her words, she felt a strange comfort in the presence she couldn’t see.
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Later that evening, Evi decided to explore the apartment above the shop. The stairs creaked under her weight as she climbed, the faint scent of cedar and rose petals wafting from above.

The apartment was small but charming, with its cozy bohemian décor. A vibrant patchwork quilt covered the bed, and the windows were draped with colorful scarves that softened the moonlight streaming in. Books were stacked haphazardly on every available surface, and a vintage record player sat in one corner.

Evi’s gaze landed on a massive antique roll-top desk near the window. Its dark wood gleamed faintly, and its many small compartments hinted at secrets waiting to be discovered.

She tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. Frowning, she searched the room for a key, rifling through drawers and checking beneath cushions, but came up empty.

“Of course it’s locked,” she muttered. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

Pulling out her phone, she dialed Marcellus’s number. It went to voicemail.

“Hi, Marcellus, it’s Evi,” she said after the tone. “I’m upstairs in the apartment, and there’s this amazing roll-top desk, but it’s locked. Do you know where the key might be? Or if there’s a locksmith in town, who could help? Let me know when you get a chance. Thanks.”

She hung up and stared at the desk. “You’re hiding something, aren’t you?”

Spinx hopped onto the desk and batted at the handle, his tail flicking with interest.

“Guess we’ll have to wait and see,” Evi said, scratching behind his ears.

As she left the apartment, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the desk—and whatever it contained—was another piece of the puzzle Lizzie had left behind.
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Later that evening, as Evi locked up the shop, her mind wandered back to her earlier conversation with Marcellus. His hesitation when discussing Lizzie’s death gnawed at her.

“She was so healthy for her age,” she muttered to herself. “Heart attack just seems... off.”

Spinx twined around her ankles, letting out a questioning chirp.

“Yeah, I know,” she said, picking him up. “I’m probably overthinking it. But still...”

Evi glanced back at the shop, the faint glow of the setting sun casting long shadows across the room. “Something doesn’t add up,” she whispered.

Spinx let out a soft purr, and Evi hugged him close. If Lizzie’s death wasn’t as natural as it seemed, Evi knew she’d have to figure out why.

But for now, she’d take it one step at a time.

“Goodnight, Lizzie,” she said, her voice soft.

Somewhere in the stillness of the shop, a quiet warmth seemed to answer.


Chapter 10
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The late-morning sun cast warm, dappled light over the bustling streets of Stoney Fork as Evi made her way to Red's Diner, following Marcellus's directions. The aroma of sizzling bacon and freshly brewed coffee greeted her before she even reached the door. Red’s was a quintessential small-town diner with glossy red booths, a jukebox humming softly in the corner, and a chalkboard menu scrawled with the day’s specials: Chicken-fried steak, meatloaf, and sweet potato pie.

Marcellus was already seated at a booth near the window, sipping what looked like an iced tea. He waved her over with a warm smile.

“Perfect timing,” he said as she slid into the booth opposite him. “I took the liberty of ordering you their famous iced vanilla latte—trust me, it’s life-changing.”

As Evi settled in, she took a moment to absorb the vibrant scene around her. A waitress with a beehive hairdo bustled between tables, balancing trays of pancakes and syrup-laden waffles. A group of older men sat at the counter, swapping stories and chuckling over their coffee. The hum of conversation was punctuated by the clatter of silverware and the occasional ding of the kitchen bell.

“This place is adorable,” Evi said, taking a grateful sip of her latte. He hadn’t been kidding—it was the perfect blend of sweet and strong.

Marcellus chuckled. “Red’s has been around forever. Everyone in town swears by their sweet potato fries, and their burgers? Legendary.”

They perused their menus and placed orders—Marcellus went for the chicken-fried steak, and Evi opted for a BLT with a side of the famous fries.

“So, how are you settling in?” he asked as the waitress, Maggie, refilled his tea.

Evi hesitated before answering. “Honestly? It’s… a lot. The shop, the house, this whole inheritance thing. But it’s starting to feel a little less overwhelming. I’m actually really excited about the grand reopening.”

Marcellus nodded, a twinkle of approval in his eyes. “That’s great to hear. Stoney Fork may seem quiet, but it has its charms. You’ve only scratched the surface. There’s a steakhouse on the other side of town that does incredible sushi and sashimi. And, oh—you’d love Granny. She runs The Quiltery. Makes quilts, teaches workshops—she’s a bit of a town icon.”

“That sounds amazing. I’ll have to stop by and see her,” Evi said, making a mental note.

“And if you’re in the mood for something different, we’ve got a pretty good Mexican place a couple of streets over,” Marcellus added.

Just then, the diner door jingled open, and in walked a strikingly tall woman with a cascade of red braids pulled into a loose bun. She was dressed in high-waisted jeans, a vibrant purple blouse, and a confidence that seemed to brighten the room.

“Speak of the devil,” Marcellus said with a grin. “Evi, meet Allison Merritt, owner of Beauty and the Braid.”

Al spotted Marcellus and strode over to the booth. “Well, look at you, Marcellus. I haven’t seen you in here since the last town council meeting. What’s the occasion?”

“I’m introducing Evi here to Stoney Fork’s finest,” he said, gesturing toward Evi. “Evi, meet Al. Al, this is Lizzie’s great-niece.”

Al’s face lit up as she extended a hand. “So, you’re the mystery girl everyone’s been buzzing about. Welcome to Stoney Fork!”

Evi shook her hand, immediately liking her warm energy. “Thanks. It’s been a whirlwind, but I’m glad to be here.”

Al leaned against the booth, her curiosity getting the better of her. “So, you’re reopening Silver Sage Naturals? That’s big news. Let me know if you need help—I’m great at staging and décor. Plus, my salon is next door. If you ever need a coffee run or a sounding board, I’m your girl.”

“That’s so sweet of you to offer,” Evi said sincerely. “I might just take you up on that.”

After a few more minutes of friendly chatter, Al excused herself to grab her to-go order, promising to stop by the shop soon.
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As Evi walked back to the shop, her mind swirled with everything Marcellus had shared. The grand reopening felt daunting, but it was starting to feel real.

She paused briefly to admire the flowers blooming along the shop’s sidewalk planters, noting how the cheerful pops of lavender and marigold offset the shop’s sage-green façade. As she bent to pull a stray weed, she caught snippets of a hushed conversation from two women passing by.

“…I heard Mabel and Lizzie had it out just before she died,” one woman whispered.

“Really? What about?” the other replied, her voice tinged with intrigue.

Evi froze, pretending to adjust the flowers as they passed.

“Not sure,” the first woman said. “But Mabel’s always had her claws out when it came to Lizzie. Something about competition…” Their voices trailed off as they rounded the corner.

Evi frowned, filing the tidbit away for later. She didn’t know much about Mabel, but the idea of someone arguing with Lizzie just before her death gave her a strange, uneasy feeling.
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Back inside the shop, Evi set to work tidying the shelves and taking inventory. She ran her fingers over jars of dried herbs and lotions, catching the earthy scent of lavender, chamomile, and sage. Each product seemed handcrafted with love, from the hand-lettered labels to the whimsical designs etched into the glass.

Spinx perched on the counter, his ears twitching at something invisible. “Are you playing with our mysterious guest again?” Evi teased, watching as his tail flicked and he pawed at thin air.

She chuckled softly. “You know, you could show yourself,” she said to the seemingly empty shop. “I don’t bite, I promise. But I get it. If I were a ghost, I’d probably be shy too.”

As she worked, she continued the one-sided conversation. “I wish I’d had the chance to know Lizzie better. My mom never talked about her much. And Dad…” Her voice faltered. “Well, he died when I was a baby, so it was just me and Mom growing up. She never would have wanted me to come here, you know. I guess she had her reasons for keeping her distance from Lizzie.”

The shop was silent, save for the faint sound of Spinx purring. But Evi felt a strange sense of companionship, as if the room were listening.
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Later in the afternoon, Evi found herself drawn back upstairs to Lizzie’s cozy little apartment above the shop. The space seemed frozen in time, a perfect snapshot of Lizzie’s personality. The eclectic bohemian style was evident in every corner—from the colorful patchwork quilt draped over the loveseat to the beaded curtain hanging in the doorway leading to a tiny kitchenette. A shelf by the window brimmed with books on herbalism, nature, and energy work, interspersed with small potted plants, their green leaves stretching toward the sunlight.

As Evi wandered, she caught sight of a framed photo sitting on the windowsill. It was Lizzie, beaming with pride, a fishing pole in hand, standing on what looked like a river dock. A string of trout dangled from the other hand. Her wild gray hair was barely contained under a wide-brimmed hat, and her eyes sparkled with an adventurous spirit.

“You were something else, weren’t you?” Evi murmured, brushing her fingers over the edge of the frame. She felt a pang of regret that she’d never had the chance to know this vibrant woman who had been so deeply woven into Stoney Fork’s fabric.

Her cellphone buzzed in her pocket, jolting her from her thoughts. She glanced at the screen—Marcellus.

“Hey, Marcellus,” she answered, stepping away from the window to sit on the loveseat.

“Hi, Evi. Sorry to bother you—I just realized I completely forgot to mention something at lunch earlier,” Marcellus said, his voice warm and apologetic. “You asked about that roll-top desk upstairs, right?”

“Yes!” Evi perked up. “It’s beautiful, but it’s locked, and I can’t find a key anywhere. I even checked all the usual spots—drawers, jars, under rugs. Nothing.”

Marcellus chuckled. “Lizzie was always good at hiding things, so it doesn’t surprise me. But I’ll check tomorrow when I’m back at the office. I might have a spare key in her files. If I can’t find one, I’ll give Brody a call—he’s the best locksmith in town, and I’m sure he’d be happy to help.”

“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” Evi said, feeling a spark of curiosity reignite. “I can’t help but wonder what’s inside. It just seems so… intentional, you know? Like whatever’s in there is important.”

“Knowing Lizzie, it probably is,” Marcellus replied. There was a brief pause before he added, “That desk is older than me, by the way. She used to joke that it held all the secrets of Stoney Fork. But who knows, it could just be full of old fishing licenses and tax records.”

Evi laughed. “Well, now I really want to open it.”

“Hopefully we’ll get that sorted tomorrow,” Marcellus said. “In the meantime, don’t let it drive you too crazy.”

After they hung up, Evi wandered back toward the desk, its polished surface glowing in the late afternoon light. She ran her fingers over the carved wood details and admired the craftsmanship. It truly was a magnificent piece of furniture, and there was no doubt in her mind that Lizzie had kept something meaningful inside.

As she turned to leave the apartment, she paused by the bookshelf. A thin, leather-bound journal caught her eye, its spine decorated with tiny gold stars. She pulled it free, the scent of aged paper wafting up as she opened it. The pages were filled with handwritten notes in a delicate script—recipes for herbal balms, lists of plants, and little snippets of observations about Stoney Fork’s flora and fauna.

Evi smiled to herself. “You really were a force of nature, weren’t you, Lizzie?”

Tucking the journal back into place, she headed downstairs to the shop. Spinx greeted her with a playful meow, batting at the hem of her shirt. She scooped him up, stroking his silky fur as she murmured, “What do you think, Spinx? Think we’ll find the key? Or is it just another one of Lizzie’s secrets?”

The cat purred loudly in her arms, then suddenly jumped down and scampered off, his tail flicking excitedly as if chasing something unseen.

Evi chuckled, watching him dart around the shop. “Still playing with our invisible friend, huh?”

She busied herself with inventory, the scents of dried lavender and eucalyptus filling the air as she carefully inspected jars and tins. Every now and then, she glanced toward the ceiling, where the apartment—and the locked desk—waited above her.

“Don’t worry,” she said aloud to the empty shop. “We’ll figure it out. I just wish you could tell me where the key is… or better yet, what’s inside.”

The room remained silent, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone—something—was listening.


Chapter 11
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Evi stood in the butter-yellow kitchen of Lizzie’s house, folding a pile of freshly laundered towels and humming a tune she couldn’t quite place. The late afternoon sunlight streamed through the gauzy curtains, casting soft golden light over the eclectic room. Every surface was a kaleidoscope of textures and colors—the pale cabinets had mismatched, hand-painted knobs shaped like moons, stars, and flowers. Herbs hung drying in neat bundles near the window, releasing a subtle, earthy aroma that mingled with the faint citrus scent of Lizzie’s homemade orange oil polish.

Spinx was curled up on the window seat, his tail flicking lazily as if in response to some invisible conversation. Evi smiled as she glanced at him, her thoughts a tangle of gratitude and uncertainty. This house, Lizzie’s house—now her house—was so unlike the cold, impersonal apartments she had rented over the years. It felt like stepping into a memory, though not her own, with its lived-in warmth and inviting charm.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, and she picked it up to see Annie’s name flashing across the screen.

“Hey, stranger!” Annie’s familiar voice bubbled with enthusiasm.

“Hey yourself,” Evi said, cradling the phone between her ear and shoulder as she reached for a glass to pour herself some iced tea. “You’re lucky you caught me—I’ve been busy unpacking the last of my stuff and trying to get ready for this grand reopening. I think I’m finally almost done.”

“Almost? You’ve been there for, what, a week?” Annie teased.

“Well, let’s just say my packing strategy involved a lot of shoving things into random boxes and hoping for the best,” Evi admitted with a laugh. “But I’m getting there. It helps that Lizzie’s house was already so perfectly… her. I don’t want to change too much.”

“So, tell me everything,” Annie prompted. “How’s it going with the shop? The town? And have you made any friends yet?”

Evi leaned against the counter, gazing out the window at the lush garden in the backyard. The greenhouse caught her eye, its glass panes reflecting the soft hues of the late afternoon sky.

“It’s… a lot,” she admitted after a moment. “The shop’s amazing, but there’s so much to do before the reopening. And the town is… charming, to say the least. I’ve met a few people. Marcellus, the lawyer who handled Lizzie’s estate, has been really helpful. And I met Al—she owns a salon in town—and Mabel, who’s… well, Mabel.”

“Uh-oh,” Annie said. “Should I be worried about this Mabel?”

Evi laughed. “Not exactly. She’s eccentric. Let’s put it that way. She claims to be a witch, but something about her feels a little… off.”

“Sounds like fun,” Annie said brightly. “Speaking of fun, I’m coming to visit.”

“Wait, what?” Evi straightened, nearly spilling her tea.

“I’m serious,” Annie said. “You’re doing this whole grand reopening thing, and you’re way out of your comfort zone. You need me there to help, and I need an excuse to take a break from work. It’s perfect.”

Evi felt a rush of relief at the thought. “You don’t have to, you know.”

“Of course I do,” Annie said firmly. “Besides, I can’t wait to see this magical little town you’ve been gushing about.”

Evi smiled. “Okay. I’d love to have you here. Thanks, Annie.”

“Anytime,” Annie said. “Now, go finish unpacking. I’ll call you when I’ve got my travel plans sorted.”

After they hung up, Evi wandered into the cozy living room, placing her phone on a side table beside an old lamp with a colorful stained-glass shade. The space was just as charming as the kitchen, with its mismatched furniture, hand-woven rugs, and shelves crammed with books and knick-knacks. She grabbed the last box of clothes from the corner and carried it upstairs to her bedroom.

The room had sloping ceilings and a window that overlooked the river, its curtains a deep indigo with silver embroidery that shimmered faintly in the fading light. As she put away her clothes, she found herself pausing to admire the details—the intricate carvings on the antique wardrobe, the soft, quilted comforter that felt like a warm hug.

By the time she finished, the moon was high in the sky, its light spilling over the river like liquid silver. She crawled into bed, Spinx curling up beside her as she let out a contented sigh.

But sleep didn’t come easily. When it finally did, it brought with it a strange, vivid dream.

She was in the greenhouse, her hands frantically pushing through rows of plants and shelves of pots. The air was thick and humid, filled with the pungent aroma of soil and greenery. She was searching for something—desperately—but she didn’t know what. Her heart pounded as her hands shook, and a faint whisper echoed through the glass walls, indistinct yet unsettling.

She woke with a start, her breath shallow and her pulse racing. The room was dark and still, save for the faint glow of moonlight streaming through the window. Spinx lifted his head, blinking at her sleepily before curling back into a ball.

Evi swung her legs over the side of the bed, her feet touching the cool wood floor. She padded to the window, looking out at the river. It was calm and quiet, the surface shimmering in the moonlight.

“What was that all about?” she murmured to herself, running a hand through her hair.

Unable to shake the lingering unease from the dream, she wandered downstairs to the kitchen. The house felt different at night—quieter, almost too quiet, as if it were holding its breath. She poured herself a glass of water and leaned against the counter, letting the familiar coziness of the room soothe her nerves.

Spinx joined her a moment later, weaving between her legs and purring softly. She bent down to scratch behind his ears. “What do you think, Spinx? Was that just my brain playing tricks on me, or something more?”

He stared at her with his wide, knowing eyes before trotting off toward the living room.

Evi shook her head, smiling faintly as she followed him. “You’re no help, you know that?”

She settled back into bed eventually, though sleep came in restless fits. And when the dream returned, it was just as vivid, just as unsettling—her hands digging through the greenhouse, the whispers growing louder, the sense of urgency nearly overwhelming.

When morning finally arrived, she woke feeling both exhausted and determined. Whatever secrets Lizzie’s world held, Evi was certain of one thing: she would not stop until she uncovered them all.


Chapter 12
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The bell over the shop’s front door jingled sharply, and Brody the locksmith stepped inside, his presence as gruff and no-nonsense as his reputation. He was tall, with a wiry frame and an unruly mop of silver hair that looked as though it hadn’t seen a comb in years. His denim overalls bore evidence of years of grease, dust, and more than a few forgotten keyholes. Spinx, lounging on the counter, watched him with wide, curious eyes.

“Morning,” Brody grunted, squinting at Evi as though she were a particularly tricky lock. “You the new lady takin’ over Lizzie’s place?”

“That’s me,” Evi said, stepping forward with a tentative smile. “Evi Hutchison. Thanks for coming by so quickly.”

Brody waved off her thanks with a dismissive snort. “Well, let’s see this desk that’s givin’ you trouble.”

Evi led him upstairs to the apartment, her boots clunking on the narrow wooden staircase. The late-morning light streamed through the apartment’s windows, illuminating Lizzie’s eclectic collection of art and treasures. Brody glanced around, his gaze lingering on a macramé owl wall hanging.

“Lizzie had... peculiar taste,” he muttered.

Evi smiled, running a hand along the banister. “It’s growing on me.”

When they reached the roll-top desk, Brody let out a low whistle. “Well, now, this is a beauty. They don’t make ‘em like this anymore.”

As he got to work on the lock, his toolkit spread out on the floor, Evi couldn’t help but ask, “Did you know Lizzie well?”

Brody shrugged, his gnarled hands deftly working the tumblers. “Well enough. She hired me more times than I can count—always losing her keys or locking herself out of the shop. But she was a good one. Not like some folks in this town.” He shot her a knowing look, but before Evi could press him for details, there was a faint click.

“Got it,” Brody said, stepping back with a triumphant grin.

Evi’s heart quickened as she opened the desk’s roll top, revealing the tidy interior. Papers and ledgers were neatly stacked, but what drew her eye was a small wooden box tucked into the corner. It was simple, made of dark wood, but when she lifted it, it felt heavier than it looked.

“What’ve we got here?” Brody asked, peering over her shoulder.

“I’m not sure,” Evi murmured, flipping open the lid. Inside, nestled in a velvet lining, was a small, irregularly shaped key. Its surface was rough and slightly tarnished, as though it had been hammered into shape by hand.

“Well, that’s a curiosity,” Brody said, scratching his chin. “Doesn’t look like it fits any ordinary lock.”

Evi frowned, turning the key over in her hand. “I’ll figure it out, eventually. Thanks again, Brody.”

As she walked him out, Brody gave her a final piece of advice. “You need anything else unlocked, you know where to find me. But if you’re messin’ with old keys like that, I’d tread carefully. Sometimes they unlock more than doors.”

Evi chuckled nervously, but his words stuck with her long after he left.
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Later that evening, after combing through every lock in the shop and apartment to no avail, Evi found herself back in front of the roll-top desk. She placed the mysterious key on the desk’s surface and stared at it, willing it to reveal its secrets.

Her gaze drifted to the desk itself. The craftsmanship was exquisite, the kind of furniture that seemed to hold stories in its grain. Her fingers traced along the edges, and on a whim, she began searching for hidden compartments.

“Come on, Lizzie,” she murmured. “If you’ve got any secrets tucked away in here, now would be a great time to share.”

She tapped along the inside, listening for a hollow sound. Finally, her hand brushed against a faint seam along the back panel. Her pulse quickened as she pressed on it. With a soft pop, a hidden drawer slid open, revealing a single item inside.

It was a book.

But not just any book.

Evi’s breath caught as she carefully pulled it out. The massive grimoire was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Its leather cover was cracked with age, its edges reinforced with tarnished metal bindings etched with intricate patterns. Across the front, three empty slots formed a triangular arrangement, as though they had once held something precious.

The book exuded an almost tangible aura, a weight that wasn’t just physical. Her stomach twisted with a strange mix of awe and unease.

“What on earth are you?” she whispered, running her hand over the leather.

At the center of the book’s cover was a locking mechanism—a circular piece of metal with a keyhole. Evi’s eyes darted to the hammered key resting on the desk. Could it possibly...?

She picked up the key and moved toward the book, her fingers trembling slightly. Just as the key hovered over the lock, a sudden chill filled the room.

“Hello there,” a voice drawled.

Evi gasped, spinning around. There, leaning casually against the wall, was a man she’d never seen before. His clothes were simple, jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, his presence impossibly solid and yet undeniably... wrong.

“Who—who are you?” she stammered.

The man tipped an imaginary hat, his smile lopsided. “Name’s James Edgar. And given what you’ve discovered there, it seemed like a good time to introduce myself properly.”

Spinx, perched on the windowsill, chirped happily and leaped to the floor, circling James’s legs as though he were an old friend.

Evi’s mouth opened and closed, no words forming.

James grinned. “Don’t worry, Miss Hutchison. We’ll have plenty of time to get acquainted. But for now, I’d say it’s best if you leave the Cryptoarcanum alone. At least until we’ve had a chance to get acquainted, and you know what you’re dealing with.”


Chapter 13
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The room felt charged, almost electric, as Evi stood frozen by the desk. The ghostly man—James Edgar, as he had introduced himself—hovered there with an air of practiced calm, though his translucent form shimmered faintly like sunlight on water. For a long moment, the only sound was the faint tick of a clock somewhere in the shop.

Evi swallowed hard, her mind racing between disbelief, terror, and a strange, budding curiosity. She clutched Spinx closer, though the cat hardly seemed fazed—if anything, he looked rather smug as he curled contentedly in her arms.

“You... expect me to believe you’re a ghost?” she said, her voice pitched high with nerves. “That you’ve just been—what? Hanging around Lizzie’s shop? Writing books? That’s... that’s insane!”

James raised one brow in a manner that was almost smug, his hands folded neatly behind his back. “Insane, perhaps, but true. And I’d appreciate it if you kept your voice down. We might not have neighbors, but there’s no need to startle the mice.”

Evi blinked. “The mice?”

He smiled faintly. “Figurative. Mostly.”

She took a deep breath, glancing around the shop as though the solid wood shelves and dusty rows of books might somehow anchor her to reality. “Okay, fine. Let’s say I don’t call Joe and report a trespasser—”

“Sheriff Joe would be skeptical at best,” James interrupted, brushing a translucent hand over his equally spectral vest. “And at worst, you’d earn yourself a reputation in town. Best to leave the ghost business between us, don’t you think?”

Evi’s eyes narrowed. “Convenient. But fine, for now. Say I believe you—why are you here? And why did you just pop out of nowhere when I found this desk and that book?” She gestured toward the Cryptoarcanum, now sitting innocently on the desk as though it weren’t the most unnerving object she’d ever touched.

James sighed and gave her a level look. “I’ve been here for years—decades, in fact. I was a detective in this town before my untimely demise, but my story isn’t the important one tonight.”

“Uh, it feels pretty important to me!”

“Yes, well,” he said, sounding faintly amused, “I’ll grant you a few more details. Lizzie and I were... kindred spirits, you might say. I’d known her since I was a young man, long before she opened Silver Sage Naturals. We were friends. She wrote books. I had a knack for solving mysteries. It made for a productive partnership.”

“Wait, you’re saying you co-wrote Lizzie’s books?”

He gave her a ghost of a smile. “I am.”

Evi sank into the nearest chair, trying to wrap her mind around this. She’d known Lizzie was an author, but this revelation felt staggering. “You wrote the mysteries with her. After you died?”

“It seemed a waste to let death stop me,” James said simply with a grin. “Lizzie, bless her, had a knack for communicating with those on the other side, a gift it seems you inherited. We made a fine team.”

“Okay, but why are you still here? And what does this have to do with the book?” She pointed to the Cryptoarcanum.

James’ gaze flicked to the book, and his expression grew more serious. “That book... is powerful. Dangerous, even, in the wrong hands. It’s been with Lizzie for many years, and now it’s yours. It’s a responsibility, Evi, not just a curiosity.”

Her throat tightened, and she glanced uneasily at the ornate cover with its strange, empty slots. “You’re not making this any easier, you know. Why shouldn’t I open it?”

“Because you may not be ready,” he said simply. “The Cryptoarcanum doesn’t give up its secrets lightly, and it’s tied to things—things you can’t even begin to understand yet. Lizzie knew that. She trusted you’d grow into it.”

“Grow into it?” Evi stood, her skepticism flaring up again. “I didn’t ask for this, you know. Any of it. The shop, the house, the creepy book—or the cryptic ghost!”

“No,” James agreed, his tone calm but firm. “But it’s yours all the same. And like it or not, you were meant to have it. The book, the shop, the inheritance—it’s all connected.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but the weight of his words and the unwavering steadiness of his gaze left her feeling unsettled. Somehow, she knew he was telling the truth.

“But why me?” she asked, her voice softer now. “I never even met Lizzie.”

“Because you’re her blood,” James said. “And because Lizzie trusted you’d find your way, even if she couldn’t guide you herself.”

Evi sank back into her chair, feeling the exhaustion of the day—and the conversation—settling over her. She glanced again at the Cryptoarcanum, its dark leather gleaming faintly in the lamplight. Something about it seemed to hum with energy, as though it were waiting for her.

“Fine,” she said finally. “I won’t open it. Not yet.”

James nodded, looking satisfied. “Wise choice.”

Before she could ask him anything else, her phone buzzed on the desk. She jumped, startled by the sharp interruption, and saw Annie’s name flashing on the screen. She shot James a wary look, but he merely stepped back, his translucent form fading slightly, as though giving her space.

“Hey, Annie,” she said, picking up.

“Evi! Finally! I’ve been dying to hear more about your ghost town—or whatever it is. How’s everything going?”

Evi glanced around the apartment, her gaze lingering on James, who was now inspecting a row of books as though this were all perfectly normal. “Oh, you know. Same old, same old. Except for the part where I may or may not have a ghost roommate now.”

“What?” Annie’s voice rose an octave, but Evi quickly laughed it off. “Kidding! Mostly. I’ll explain when you get here.”

They chatted for a while, Annie’s easy humor helping to ground her after the whirlwind of the evening. When the call ended, Evi leaned back in her chair, staring at the book once more.

“I’m going to hold you to that promise of more answers,” she said aloud.

From across the room, James tipped an imaginary hat, his smile faint but warm. “And I’ll deliver them. Tomorrow.”

Evi sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Great. My life is officially a paranormal soap opera.”

Evi set her phone down, her mind still spinning with everything she’d learned—or, more accurately, everything she still didn’t understand. She glanced at James, who was now quietly thumbing through a spectral copy of The Hound of the Baskervilles on one of Lizzie’s shelves, as though this entire encounter were just another evening for him.

“Well,” she said, standing and stretching, “this has been... something. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow?”

James inclined his head with a small, knowing smile. “Rest well, Evi. Tomorrow brings clarity.”

“Does it?” she muttered under her breath, scooping up Spinx, who was already half-asleep and purring contentedly in her arms. She couldn’t help but feel that her world had tipped upside down—and it didn’t seem like it was about to settle anytime soon.

Locking up the apartment and shop for the night, she stepped out into the cool, crisp air and made her way home to Lizzie’s quirky purple house. Her footsteps echoed faintly on the quiet street as she replayed James’ words in her mind.

She couldn’t deny the anxious twinge of anticipation bubbling within her. Whatever tomorrow held—more cryptic revelations, no doubt—she was already bracing herself for it.


Chapter 14
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The warm, buttery scent of pancakes and sizzling bacon greeted Evi as she stepped into Red’s Diner the next morning. The bell above the door jingled softly, and the hum of conversation wrapped around her like a cozy blanket. Red himself, a burly man with a salt-and-pepper beard and an apron that looked like it had survived decades of kitchen battles, called out from behind the counter.

“Morning, Miss Hutchison! Settling in yet?”

“Good morning, Red. I think so,” Evi replied with a smile as she approached the counter.

“Good. You tell Marcellus if he’s not treating you right, I’ll stop serving him coffee,” Red joked, winking as he slid a steaming mug in her direction.

“Good luck with that,” came Marcellus’s voice from a nearby booth. He leaned back, grinning at her. “I practically keep this place in business.”

Evi laughed, feeling an odd sense of belonging settle over her. She ordered a breakfast sandwich and coffee to-go, then slid into the seat across from Marcellus while she waited.

“What brings you here so early?” she asked.

“Same thing as everyone else—breakfast I don’t have to make,” he quipped, setting down his fork.

As they chatted about the diner’s menu, Evi hesitated, swirling her coffee cup nervously. Finally, she leaned in, keeping her voice low. “Marcellus… can I ask you something a little odd?”

His brow quirked, but his expression remained light. “Of course.”

“Did you ever… notice anything strange at Lizzie’s shop?”

Marcellus chuckled. “Well, aside from Lizzie herself? You know how she was—always full of surprises.”

“Not like that,” Evi pressed, leaning forward. “I mean… unusual. Like, you know, really strange?”

His grin faltered for a moment, replaced by something thoughtful. He glanced around the bustling diner, then stood abruptly. “Come on,” he said, gesturing for her to follow.

Evi grabbed her coffee and joined him outside, where the air was crisp and cool, carrying the faint scent of dew and wildflowers.

“Lizzie used to joke about her shop helper,” Marcellus said quietly. “She called him James. Said he was always watching over things.” He shrugged. “I never saw anything, but… I’ll admit, the place had a certain feel to it. Like it was alive somehow. It wouldn’t surprise me if she wasn’t just joking.”

Evi stared at him, her thoughts racing. “Did she ever say anything else about him?”

“Not much. Just that he’d been around for a long time. Honestly, I thought it was one of her quirks, but…” He looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “Are you saying there’s more to it?”

“Maybe,” Evi said cautiously, unwilling to say too much.

Marcellus smirked. “Well, if anyone can figure it out, I’m betting it’ll be you. Just don’t let Red catch you talking to the walls, or he’ll put you in charge of the gossip column.” He opened the door to the diner for her.

Evi laughed, but her mind was already spinning as they said their goodbyes and she took her breakfast and made her way to the shop.
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When she unlocked the door, a tiny breeze swept past her, carrying the faint aroma of herbs and aged wood. She stepped inside, her eyes scanning the familiar chaos of jars, books, and trinkets. A slip of paper on the counter caught her attention.

“Fishing for apples,” it read, scrawled in an old-fashioned hand. “Like the kids’ toy — magnetic apples with numbers on the bottom for prizes. For the reopening.”

Evi grinned, holding the note up. “James, was this you?”

The air felt slightly warmer, though nothing moved. “Thanks for the idea,” she added aloud, smiling.

Spinx hopped up onto the counter, pawing at the paper like it was a toy. Evi scratched behind his ears as she glanced around. “Okay, James. Since you’re apparently great at brainstorming, any other ideas? Decorations? Sales gimmicks? Maybe some magical sparklers that won’t set the fire alarm off?”

Nothing. But the quiet shop felt oddly companionable as she moved about, tidying displays and organizing shelves.
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She was halfway through rearranging a shelf of Lizzie’s homemade lotions and creams—jars of lavender, eucalyptus, and rose scents wafting into the air—when she finally heard James’s voice.

“Lizzie would never put sparklers in here,” he said. “She was much more into bubbles. She once had a bubble machine going for an entire week.”

Evi turned, startled but amused. “A bubble machine? That sounds… excessive.”

James appeared by the register, his arms crossed and a mischievous glint in his eye. “It was a disaster. One kid slipped and knocked over an entire display of honey candles. Lizzie had to bribe his parents with free beeswax polish for a year.”

Evi laughed, leaning on the counter. “She sounds like she was amazing.”

“She was,” James said, his voice softening. “And so are you, by the way. I think she’d be proud of you for taking this on.”

Evi felt a lump rise in her throat but swallowed it down. “Thanks, James.”

They lapsed into companionable silence, with James occasionally chiming in with sarcastic comments about her organizational skills.

“So, about the Cryptoarcanum…” Evi began cautiously.

James immediately shook his head. “Not yet, Evi. We’ll talk about it, sure, but trust me. You’re not ready.”

“I’m an adult, you know,” she teased, crossing her arms.

“Which is exactly why I know you’ll wait,” James countered with a wink.

Before she could argue further, the shop door swung open, and Annie burst in, her face alight with excitement.

“Evi!” Annie cried, her arms wide for a hug.

James vanished instantly.

Evi laughed, rushing to embrace her friend. “You’re early!”

“Couldn’t wait,” Annie said, stepping back to look around. “This place is amazing! And wow, it smells like heaven in here.”

Evi grinned, already feeling lighter. “Come on, let me show you everything.”

As they dove into catching up and planning the reopening, Evi’s thoughts lingered on James and the book upstairs. Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow, she’d get more answers.


Chapter 15
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Evi stood on the dock behind her new house, the gentle lapping of the river against the wooden posts offering a rare moment of peace. The morning sun reflected on the water in dappled patches, and the faint scent of damp earth and blooming flowers wafted through the air. Spinx was lounging on a nearby patch of grass, batting lazily at a butterfly, his contented purrs blending with the sound of chirping birds.

“This is so…you,” Annie said, her voice filled with awe as she stepped onto the dock with two steaming mugs of tea. “Seriously, Evi, if I could dream up the perfect place for you, this would be it. A house by a river? A greenhouse? An actual root cellar? It’s like something out of one of those books you used to devour in high school.”

Evi laughed softly and accepted the tea, her gaze lingering on the water. “It does feel weirdly right. Like I’ve been waiting for this place without even knowing it.”

Annie’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “Okay, show me this famous greenhouse. I have to see all these exotic plants.”

Evi hesitated but nodded, leading Annie toward the small greenhouse tucked behind the house. Its frame was a little weathered, but the glass panels were clean and gleaming, reflecting the sunlight like tiny mirrors. Inside, rows of pots and planters sat neatly arranged on tiered wooden shelves, and a faint, earthy smell lingered in the air.

Annie stepped inside and took a deep breath. “This is amazing. It smells like... growth.” She paused, glancing back at Evi. “But you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“It’s just…” Evi’s voice trailed off, her gaze falling on a row of empty clay pots in the corner. “I had this dream a few nights ago. I was in here, frantically searching for something, but I had no idea what. It felt so real.”

Annie tilted her head, her tone gentle but probing. “Do you think it means something? You’ve been going through a lot—new town, new house, new…everything. Maybe your brain is working overtime?”

“Maybe,” Evi said with a shrug, but her eyes lingered on the greenhouse’s far corner as if it might hold an answer she couldn’t quite reach.

Annie nudged her playfully. “Come on, let’s not overthink it. Show me the rest of this place before I start planning ways to move in with you.”

Evi chuckled, leading Annie back toward the house. She pointed out the quirky decorations Lizzie had left behind—the mismatched furniture, the collection of glass bottles on the windowsills that caught the light like tiny prisms, and the butter-yellow kitchen that seemed perpetually bathed in warmth.
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After the tour, they sat at the small kitchen table, sipping more tea while Spinx curled up in Annie’s lap. The conversation naturally drifted toward Lizzie, with Annie asking questions about her life.

“So,” Annie said, stroking Spinx absently, “you’ve told me about how Lizzie owned the shop and how much the people in town loved her. But…how did she die? Was it sudden?”

Evi hesitated, her fingers tightening around her mug. “It was a heart attack. Or…at least, that’s what everyone says. She was 72, but from everything Marcellus told me, she was more active than most people half her age.” She paused, her brow furrowing. “And…well, I can’t shake this feeling that maybe there’s more to it. Something about it just doesn’t sit right with me.”

Annie’s expression grew serious. “If you feel like something’s off, you should trust your gut. Ask Marcellus where she was when it happened—maybe that’ll help piece things together. And if you need to dig deeper, I’m here for you, no matter what.”

Evi smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Annie. I’m glad you’re here.”
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Later that morning, they made their way to the shop, chatting about plans for the grand reopening. As they approached, they spotted Marcellus standing on the sidewalk with a brightly colored flyer in his hand, his grin as wide as the horizon.

“Ladies!” he called out, waving them over. “Look what Freda and the team have been up to!”

He handed Evi the flyer, which featured cheerful illustrations of apples, flowers, and books. Bold lettering announced, “Grand Reopening of Silver Sage Naturals & Mini-Festival! Join us for games, prizes, and more!”

Evi’s heart swelled at the sight. “Wow, this is…amazing. Marcellus, thank you.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “It was nothing. The town’s excited, and everyone’s pitching in to make this a success. Freda and I will be here to help the whole day, so don’t worry—we’ve got your back.”

As they stepped inside the shop, the warm, herbal scent of Lizzie’s creations greeted them. Annie immediately started brainstorming ideas for the apple-fishing game, pulling up songs for her “witchy playlist” while Marcellus explained which businesses had agreed to set up vendor stalls outside.

“Don’t worry,” he said with a wink. “You’re going to knock this out of the park.”
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By mid-afternoon, the shop was coming together, and Annie, enchanted by the town, decided to explore while Evi stayed behind to tidy up. As she worked, she spoke casually to James, even though he hadn’t appeared.

“Well, James,” she said, stacking jars of lotion on a shelf, “you were right—this town really does have something special. And I think Lizzie would’ve been thrilled to see how much everyone’s helping with the reopening.”

Spinx darted across the floor, chasing an invisible playmate, and Evi laughed softly. “You know, I’ve been thinking about her a lot lately. Wishing I’d known her better. I never knew my dad, either—he died when I was a baby, and my mom never talked about him. It’s like there’s this whole part of my life that’s just…blank.”

The room remained silent, but Evi felt a subtle warmth in the air, as if the shop itself was listening.
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As the sun began to set, Annie returned, practically glowing with excitement.

“This town is incredible,” she gushed. “I stopped by Granny’s quilt shop, met the guy who runs the hardware store—he told me the funniest story about Lizzie—and don’t even get me started on the bakery. Evi, you’re going to love it here.”

Evi smiled, her heart lighter. “I think I already do.”

They locked up the shop together and headed out for dinner, leaving the cozy little store to its quiet mysteries for another night.


Chapter 16
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The morning started earlier than Evi would have liked. Annie had been called back to work and had to rush to the airport. Despite Annie’s grumbles about leaving so soon, Evi assured her it was fine and insisted she visit again soon, for longer this time.

Once Annie left, Evi busied herself with the last-minute preparations for the grand reopening. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, nervous energy filled the shop, and Evi flitted from display to display, double-checking that everything was just right.

“Are you ready?” James asked, leaning casually against the counter with an amused grin as he watched her pace.

“Um. Yes? No? Maybe?” Evi’s eyes darted to the clock, then to the door.

James chuckled, his slightly translucent form shimmering faintly in the morning light. “Relax. The grand reopening is going to be a hit. The town loves a good festival, and Lizzie’s shop was always a favorite. People will come, if only out of curiosity to meet you—the great-niece of Lizzie.”

Evi froze mid-step, spinning to face him with wide eyes. “That didn’t help. Did I ever mention that I’m not exactly a people person? I’m much more of a ‘hide behind the scenes’ kind of gal.”

James laughed, the sound warm and light. He walked over and gently placed his hands on her shoulders. She couldn’t feel him physically, but the gesture was oddly comforting.

“You’ll be fine. Just take a deep breath. The shop looks amazing, the games are set up, and the prizes are ready. You’ve got everything under control.”

Evi nodded, inhaling deeply and exhaling slowly. “Okay, you’re right. I’ve got this.”

A knock at the back door startled her, and she jumped. James stifled a laugh as she gave him a mock glare and hurried down the hall to open the door.

“Didn’t think we’d leave you to tackle this all alone, did you?” Freda beamed as she stepped inside, followed by Marcellus, who held two steaming cups of coffee.

“We brought reinforcements,” Marcellus said, holding up the coffee cups.

“And pastries!” Freda wiggled a paper bag with a triumphant grin.

Evi laughed, waving them in. “You two are lifesavers. Come on in.”
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By midmorning, the streets of Stoney Fork were alive with activity. Strings of bunting fluttered in the crisp autumn breeze, and the cheerful sounds of children’s laughter blended with the hum of conversation and upbeat music from a local band playing near the town square. Vendors lined the sidewalks with tables of handcrafted goods, baked treats, and steaming cups of apple cider. The scent of cinnamon and roasting chestnuts filled the air, mingling with the crisp tang of fallen leaves.

Inside the shop, Evi bounced between greeting customers, explaining the apple-fishing game, and answering questions about the shop’s wares. The crowd was a mix of locals, many of whom she recognized from Red’s Diner, and out-of-towners drawn by the festival’s charm.

A soft chime from the door signaled a new visitor, and Evi turned to greet him. The man was older, with graying-brown hair and an air of quiet confidence. He smiled warmly as he approached her.

“Hello there. I’m Hugo Bates, owner of the bookstore across the way.”

Evi shook his hand, forcing a pleasant smile. “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Bates. I’ve seen your shop—it’s charming.”

“Call me Hugo, please. And thank you. Your shop looks lovely as well. We should have lunch sometime. I’d love to talk business and properly welcome you to town.”

Her smile didn’t falter, but inwardly, Evi’s mind flashed to the note she’d found in the shop—the one where Hugo had pushed Lizzie to sell her property. His tone had been clipped and impatient, though not outright hostile. She wondered how many times he’d tried to buy the shop and how Lizzie had handled it. Pushing the thought aside, she nodded.

“I’d like that. Thanks.”

Hugo tipped an imaginary hat and wandered off just as Al from the salon next door popped in to stock up on her favorite soap.

“You’re a lifesaver, Evi,” Al said, laughing as she left with her order.
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By the time the festival wound down, Evi was exhausted but exhilarated. The day had been a whirlwind of smiles, introductions, and sales. She leaned against the counter, sipping the last dregs of her coffee while Freda and Marcellus tallied up the numbers.

“And the total is…” Marcellus tapped his fingers on the counter like a drumroll, “$2,372. That’s in-store purchases, with just over $500 in orders to be picked up later.”

Evi’s jaw dropped. “That’s amazing!”

Marcellus smiled. “Lizzie would have been proud. That’s a fantastic day for the shop.”

Freda beamed and patted Evi’s shoulder. “You’re going to do just fine, hon. This shop is in excellent hands.”

Evi swallowed the lump in her throat, her chest tightening with emotion. “Thank you both. I really couldn’t have done this without you.”
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a warm golden glow over the town, Evi locked the front door and let out a long, contented sigh. The streets were quiet now, save for the occasional car rolling past.

“You did good, kid,” James said, appearing beside her with a proud smile.

Evi chuckled, leaning against the counter. “Thanks, James. I couldn’t have done it without you, either.”

“I’ll take that as my cue to disappear,” James said, tipping an imaginary hat. “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s another day.”

Evi nodded, watching as he faded from view.

Upstairs in the apartment, she sank onto the cozy, overstuffed couch and looked around. The soft glow of the table lamp bathed the room in a warm light, highlighting the eclectic decor that still carried Lizzie’s touch. Her gaze drifted to a framed photograph on the wall—Lizzie standing proudly by her greenhouse, a big smile on her face and a basket of fresh herbs in her hands.

Evi’s heart ached with a mix of sadness and longing. She wished she’d had the chance to know Lizzie, to learn from her.

“I hope I’m making you proud,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Spinx jumped up onto her lap, purring loudly. She scratched behind his ears, finding comfort in his presence. The day had been long, and exhaustion weighed heavily on her. As much as she loved the house by the river, the thought of making the trek back tonight felt daunting.

“This place is growing on me,” she murmured, glancing around the apartment. “Maybe we’ll just stay here tonight.”

With Spinx curled up beside her, Evi closed her eyes, letting the events of the day replay in her mind. The warmth of the townsfolk, the success of the festival, and the lingering curiosity about the mysteries Lizzie had left behind.

As sleep overtook her, a sense of belonging settled in her chest. For the first time in a long time, Evi felt like she was exactly where she was meant to be.


Chapter 17
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The faint morning light seeped through the curtains of the apartment above the shop, painting the cozy room in soft hues of gold and amber. Evi stretched beneath the quilt, Spinx yawning dramatically beside her before curling into a loaf position near her feet.

Sunday. The shop was closed today, and for that, Evi was immensely grateful. After the whirlwind of the reopening festival, she needed a day to breathe. She made a mental note to catch up on the online orders that had flooded in since yesterday. A productive day without the bustle of customers sounded like exactly what she needed.

As she swung her legs out of bed, her gaze landed on the antique roll-top desk across the room. The memory of what she’d found there—a hidden compartment, a strange key, and the enigmatic Cryptoarcanum—sent a ripple of unease through her.

The book seemed to be waiting for her, its presence lingering in the back of her mind like a whisper she couldn’t quite catch. She told herself she’d wait until she had a clearer plan, but the pull was undeniable. Before she realized it, Evi found herself walking to the desk, her fingers brushing the polished wood.

“All right,” she murmured, sliding open the hidden drawer and pulling out the heavy tome. Its worn leather cover felt almost warm in her hands, a strange energy radiating from it. “Let’s do this.”

She set the Cryptoarcanum on the desk and glanced around the room. “James?”

The ghost appeared almost immediately, his faintly glowing figure standing by the window. He gave her a knowing smile. “I had a feeling you’d call me.”

Evi sighed and gestured to the book. “I need to understand this. Before I… before I make a decision.”

James nodded and pulled up a chair as if he were still alive and had every intention of sitting down, though his form floated just above the seat. “Fair enough. The Cryptoarcanum isn’t just a book—it’s a magical artifact, older than anything I can begin to guess. It has… purpose. It seeks out injustice, mysteries, and wrongs that need to be righted. But it doesn’t solve them for you. It gives you clues, points you in a direction.”

“So, it’s like a magical detective guide?” Evi asked, her brow furrowing.

James chuckled. “Something like that. But it’s more than that. It’s alive, in a way. It chooses its keeper—the one it deems worthy of carrying its burden.”

“Burden?” Evi echoed, her fingers brushing the edge of the book.

James’s expression grew serious. “The book isn’t just a tool. It’s a responsibility. Lizzie understood that from the moment it chose her. Every clue it gives, every mystery it reveals, comes with a price. You can’t ignore it, Evi. Once you accept it, you’re committing to seeing things through, no matter how hard or dangerous they might be.”

Evi swallowed hard, her fingers tightening on the desk’s edge. “Did it ever… did it ever lead Lizzie to something she couldn’t handle?”

James hesitated. “There were times when it pushed her to her limits. She never told me everything, but I know it weighed on her. There were sleepless nights, close calls… but she believed in what the book was trying to do. She believed in the good it could bring.”

“And if I don’t accept it?” Evi asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Then it’ll wait,” James said simply. “It’ll sit, locked away, until it finds another keeper. But you should know… the Cryptoarcanum doesn’t come into someone’s life by accident. It chose you for a reason, Evi.”

Evi stared at the book, her mind racing. She thought about Lizzie—her vibrant, adventurous great-aunt who had lived life with so much passion and purpose. Could she really step into Lizzie’s shoes? Could she take on this responsibility?

James seemed to sense her hesitation. “You don’t have to decide now. But if you choose to accept it, know that you’re not alone. You have me. And I think you’ll find you’re stronger than you think.”

Evi looked up at him, his translucent form steady and reassuring. She took a deep breath and nodded. “Thanks, James. I… I think I just need to sit with it for a moment.”

James gave her a small smile. “Take your time. I’ll be right here.”

Evi sat at the desk, her hands resting on the closed cover of the Cryptoarcanum. The book seemed to hum faintly beneath her palms, as if it were alive. The air around her felt charged, the weight of the decision pressing down on her.

The Cryptoarcanum sat before her on the desk, its worn leather cover gleaming faintly in the soft light of the apartment. The locking mechanism was intricate and old, the hammered metal key sitting heavily in her palm as if it were holding its breath, waiting for her decision.

Evi stared at the book, her thoughts a tangled mess. The room seemed to hold its own breath, the air charged with an energy she couldn’t explain.

“You don’t have to do this,” James said gently, his voice breaking the silence.

Evi glanced up at him. His translucent figure somehow looking both steady and uncertain.

“I know,” she murmured. “But… I feel like I do.”

James nodded, stepping closer. “Lizzie never wanted this to feel like a duty, Evi. She wanted it to be a choice—a choice you’d make for yourself, not out of obligation to her.”

“That’s the thing, though.” Evi ran her fingers over the book’s cover, tracing the faded design etched into the leather. “It doesn’t feel like an obligation. Not entirely, anyway. It’s like… like this thing has been waiting for me. Calling me. Ever since I found it, I can’t stop thinking about it. I dream about it. I feel like… like I need to know.”

Evi looked down at the book again. The locking mechanism seemed to gleam faintly, as if daring her to turn the key. She took a deep breath, her heart pounding in her chest.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for this,” she admitted. “Lizzie was… Lizzie. She was brilliant and powerful and knew so much about all of this. I’m just… me.”

“That’s what Lizzie thought at first, too,” James said. “But she grew into it. You will, too.”

Evi closed her eyes, clutching the key tightly. “I don’t know if I can be her.”

“You don’t have to be her,” James said softly. “You just have to be you.”

For a moment, the room was silent. The weight of her decision hung in the air, pressing down on her. Then, with a steadying breath, Evi opened her eyes and slid the key into the lock.

The mechanism clicked softly, and the book seemed to shudder under her hand, as if it were waking up. She hesitated for a heartbeat, then lifted the cover.

The pages inside were filled with fine, handwritten script—rows and rows of elegant text in an ink that shimmered faintly in the light. But as Evi stared, the writing began to move.

“What—?” she gasped, jerking her hand back.

The ink seemed to dissolve, sinking into the pages until they were completely blank. The room felt colder, and Evi shivered, glancing at James.

“It’s resetting,” he breathed. “The Cryptoarcanum doesn’t belong to Lizzie anymore. It’s yours now. It starts fresh for you.”

Evi swallowed hard, her gaze returning to the empty pages. “So… what happens now?”

Before James could answer, faint ink marks began to appear on the first page. They formed slowly, the letters curling and twisting as if they were being written by an invisible hand.

Evi leaned closer, her breath catching in her throat as the words came into focus:

236 MORS IMMATURA

“What does that mean?” she whispered.

James frowned, his translucent form flickering slightly. “Mors Immatura… is that… I think, Latin for ‘untimely death.’”

Evi’s stomach turned. “Untimely death?” She looked at James, her voice shaking. “What about the number? 236—what does that mean?”

James shook his head. “I don’t know. The book speaks in riddles sometimes. Lizzie always said it was part of the process. It’s meant to make you think. To look deeper.”

Evi stared at the words, her mind racing. Untimely death. Could it mean Lizzie? Or was it something else? Someone else?

Unable to shake the gnawing curiosity, she grabbed her phone and quickly searched for the phrase. When the translation confirmed James’s explanation, her heart sank.

“What does it want me to do?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

James’s expression was solemn. “That’s for you to figure out.”

Evi stared at the book, the weight of her decision settling heavily on her shoulders. She didn’t know what the number meant or why the book had chosen her, but one thing was clear: her life was about to change forever.


Chapter 18
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The late morning sun filtered through the small apartment’s sheer curtains, casting lazy patterns of light on the polished wood floor. Evi stretched beneath the quilt on the couch, Spinx sprawled on her stomach with his soft belly rising and falling in perfect rhythm. She’d intended to sleep in her house the previous night, but exhaustion from the reopening had caught up with her, and the cozy apartment had beckoned. Now, the warmth of the morning sun and the faint scent of herbs from the shop below made her reluctant to move.

“Well, Spinx,” she muttered, scratching his chin, “it’s Monday, the online orders are ready to go out, and I’ve got work to do. No rest for the wicked, right?”

Spinx let out a half-hearted chirrup as he stretched out his legs, then jumped down.

Evi smiled, rolling off the couch and padding into the small kitchenette to start the kettle for tea. As the water heated, her eyes drifted to the antique roll-top desk across the room. The desk had been an enigma ever since she’d found it—an anchor to Lizzie’s life and, now, her own. The faint pull she’d felt when first discovering it returned, a whisper in her mind urging her forward.

“Fine,” she murmured, brushing her hands down her pajama pants. “But only for a minute.”

With Spinx at her heels, she retrieved the Cryptoarcanum from its hidden compartment. Its leather cover, marred and worn with age, seemed to hum faintly in her hands. She placed it carefully on the desk and smoothed her hands over the surface, feeling the energy that radiated from it.

“James?” she called softly, turning her head as though expecting him to appear immediately.

Right on cue, James materialized near the window, leaning casually against the wall with a wry smile. “You rang?”

“I want to talk about the book,” she said firmly.

James’s expression grew serious. “I thought you might. Have you figured out what the number means yet?”

“Not yet,” Evi admitted. “But I need to understand more about the book itself. What exactly is it? Why did Lizzie have it? And why… why me?”

James crossed the room, his translucent figure oddly comforting as he perched on the corner of the desk. “The Cryptoarcanum is… well, let’s call it a magical artifact for now. Its origins are old—ancient, even—but that’s a story for another time. Lizzie inherited it, just like you did. The book chooses its keeper, and it chose Lizzie years ago. When she passed, it passed to you. That’s destiny for you.”

“But why?” Evi asked, feeling the weight of the book more keenly now.

“Lizzie spent years figuring that out herself,” James admitted. “The book has a… peculiar purpose. It’s a guide, of sorts. It reveals problems—crimes, usually—that need solving. But it doesn’t just hand over answers. It gives you clues, bits and pieces, and it’s up to the keeper to figure out what they mean and how to set things right, like we talked.”

Evi’s brow furrowed. “That sounds… like a lot.”

James chuckled softly. “It is. And that’s why it’s not something to take lightly. Now that you’ve opened it—you’ve accepted the responsibility. The book has bonded with you. You’ll be its keeper, and its purpose will be yours. It’s not something you can walk away from once you’ve begun.”

Evi hesitated, her mind swirling with doubt and curiosity. She thought of Lizzie—of the life she’d built, the secrets she’d kept, the legacy she’d left behind. Could Evi really honor that legacy?

“I can’t ignore it. Lizzie trusted me with this, even if I don’t know why. I’ll figure it out… for her.”

James nodded approvingly. “I thought you might say that. But remember, Evi, the book isn’t just a tool—it’s a challenge. It will test you, push you, and sometimes frustrate the hell out of you. But it will also guide you. Trust it. And trust yourself.”

Evi swallowed hard, her hands trembling slightly as she placed them on the book.

“236 Mors immatura…”

James nodded, and his expression darkened slightly. “That, my dear, is your first mystery.”
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The words haunted her as she packed up the online orders. Untimely death. Whose death? Why? And what did 236 mean?

Evi loaded the packages into her car and made her way to the post office, her mind whirring. After dropping off the orders, she decided to drive around town, searching for any connection to the number. She found a small bungalow with the address 236, its yard neatly kept but otherwise unremarkable. The gas station on the outskirts of town bore the same number, but it, too, seemed utterly ordinary.

She sighed, gripping the steering wheel. “What are you trying to tell me?” she muttered aloud.

Her phone rang, startling her. She pulled over and answered.

“Hey, Evi, it’s Marcellus. Do you have a minute?”

“Sure,” she said, trying to sound casual despite the tension coiled in her chest.

“I’ve got the redrafted deed for all the properties needing your signature. Can you swing by the office before you head to the shop?”

“Of course. Be there soon.”
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The office smelled of coffee and fresh paper as Evi stepped inside. Freda greeted her warmly, handing her a mug of coffee before ushering her into Marcellus’s office.

“Morning, Evi,” Marcellus said with a smile. “How are you doing after your big weekend?”

“Still recovering, but I’m good,” she said, settling into the chair across from his desk.

As they went through the paperwork, Marcellus made small talk, congratulating her again on the reopening. Evi signed each document carefully, feeling the weight of the responsibility settle over her.

When they were finished, she hesitated, her fingers gripping the edge of the desk. “Marcellus, can I ask you something?”

“Of course,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

“Where… where did Lizzie pass away? Was it at the shop? Or… somewhere else?”

Marcellus’s expression grew somber. “It was at her house. In the greenhouse, actually. She managed to dial 911 before she collapsed, but they think she was already gone before they even answered the line, and that’s where the paramedics found her.”

Evi’s breath caught. The greenhouse. Her dream.

“And, uh, where is she buried?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

“At the Old Stoney Cemetery, in plot 236,” Marcellus said casually.

The blood drained from Evi’s face.

“Evi?” Marcellus leaned forward, concern etched on his face.

She forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just… a lot to take in, you know?”

He nodded sympathetically, unaware of the storm raging in her mind.
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As Evi drove away, her thoughts swirled in a chaotic blur. The number 236 was no longer just a cryptic message—it was tied to Lizzie. And it wasn’t a coincidence.

“Lizzie,” she whispered, her grip tightening on the wheel. “What happened to you?”

The answer, she knew, wouldn’t come easily. But she was determined to find it.


Chapter 19
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Evi placed her keys on the counter of the shop and stared at the empty space behind the register. The shop was unusually quiet without the steady hum of festival-goers, their laughter, and the buzz of chatter from the reopening. The silence made the events of the last two days press on her like a weight she couldn’t shake.

Plot 236. The number circled in her thoughts like an orbiting planet, refusing to settle.

Spinx padded softly along the counter, brushing against her arm. She scratched his chin absently, still lost in thought. “Lizzie, what are you trying to tell me?” she murmured, the words slipping out without realizing.

“Something troubling you?”

She jumped, her hand flying to her chest as James materialized in the doorway to the stockroom. His figure wavered for a moment, like smoke caught in the sunlight, before solidifying.

“Seriously, could you not?” she scolded, her voice high and breathless. “You’re going to give me a heart attack.”

James chuckled, crossing his arms. “I don’t know. You seem pretty tough to me. So? What’s on your mind?”

Evi hesitated, glancing down at the counter where she’d scribbled notes earlier—236 MORS IMMATURA—and then back at James. “Marcellus told me Lizzie’s buried in Plot 236 at the Old Stoney Cemetery. That number… it’s the same one the Cryptoarcanum showed me. That can’t be a coincidence.”

James’s face turned serious, and he stepped closer, the air around him cooling slightly. “No, it’s not a coincidence.”

“Then what is it?” she asked, exasperated. “Because right now, it feels like this book is throwing me into the deep end with no map, no compass, and definitely no lifeguard.”

James smiled faintly. “The Cryptoarcanum doesn’t work like that. It doesn’t handhold or spoon-feed. It gives you what you need, not what you want.”

Evi bristled. “What I need? How is this helpful? It’s cryptic and vague and—ugh!” She threw her hands up, pacing the length of the shop.

James watched her with a patient expression. “Lizzie said the same thing when she first started working with the book. It’s a guide, not a solution. And from what I understand, it only reveals its full potential when the time is right.”

Evi froze mid-step. “What do you mean, ‘full potential’?”

He hesitated, rubbing the back of his neck. “Lizzie mentioned it once. She said the Cryptoarcanum wasn’t at its full power. But she never explained what that meant, and I didn’t push her. She had her secrets, just like everyone else.”

Evi sank into a chair near the counter, her mind racing. The book wasn’t at full power? What did that even mean? And why hadn’t Lizzie said anything to her about it in the will or in any of the notes she’d left behind?

James leaned against the counter, watching her with a thoughtful expression. “You’re doing better than you think, you know,” he whispered.

Evi let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, really? Because I feel like I’m floundering. The book’s cryptic. The town’s full of potential suspects. And now there’s this whole ‘not at full power’ thing to worry about.”

James shrugged. “Welcome to the world of mysteries. It’s messy and confusing, but you’ve got good instincts. Trust them.”

She looked up at him, his translucent form shimmering faintly in the shop’s dim light. “I’m starting to think you might actually believe in me.”

“I do,” he said simply. “And Lizzie did too. She wouldn’t have left the book to you if she didn’t.”

His words settled over her like a warm blanket, and for the first time all day, she felt a small flicker of hope.
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The sun was setting by the time Evi pulled into the gravel driveway of Lizzie’s house. The pale purple siding glowed softly in the golden light, and the deep purple shutters cast long shadows across the windows. She stepped out of the car, Spinx jumping gracefully from the passenger seat, and stood for a moment, letting the tranquility of the river soothe her frayed nerves.

The house felt like Lizzie’s spirit still lingered here—not in a ghostly way, but in the way her personality had seeped into every corner of the space. From the eclectic bohemian decor to the garden bursting with late-summer blooms, it was unmistakably hers.

Inside, the butter-yellow kitchen was bathed in the warm glow of the setting sun. Evi set her bag on the counter and opened the fridge, pulling out some leftovers. She made a plate of pasta and sat at the small table by the window, watching the river as she ate. Spinx curled up on the chair across from her, his green eyes half-closed but still watchful.

“I think I’m losing my mind, Spinx,” she said between bites. “First the book, now the cemetery plot… It’s like everything’s connected, but I can’t see the bigger picture yet.”

The cat yawned, his tail flicking lazily.

After dinner, she wandered through the house, her thoughts still swirling. She paused in the living room, her eyes drawn to the fireplace mantle where a small framed photo of Lizzie stood. In the picture, Lizzie was grinning, holding up a fishing rod with a large fish dangling from the line. The river stretched out behind her, the sunlight glinting off the water.

“What are you trying to tell me, Lizzie?” Evi whispered, her fingers brushing the edge of the frame.
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That night, Evi was back in the greenhouse. The air was thick and humid, heavy with the scent of soil and something sharp and metallic. Moonlight streamed through the glass panes above, casting eerie shadows that danced as if alive.

She was searching again, her hands clawing through pots and trays, knocking over tools and plants in her desperation. Her heart pounded in her chest, a frantic rhythm that matched the urgency of her movements.

Something shifted in the shadows, a faint whisper of movement that made her freeze. She turned, her breath catching in her throat, but the greenhouse was empty.

Lavender. The scent was stronger now, wrapping around her like a ghostly embrace. It filled her senses, overpowering the other smells and making her dizzy.

“What is it?” she murmured, her voice trembling. “What am I supposed to find?”

But the dream offered no answers.

Evi woke with a gasp, her heart racing and her body drenched in sweat. The moonlight filtered through her bedroom window, casting long, slowly shifting shadows across the room.

Spinx was sitting on the edge of the bed, his ears perked and his eyes fixed on the door. He let out a low, questioning chirp, as if asking if she was okay.

“I’m fine,” she whispered, though her voice was shaky. She ran a hand through her tangled hair and swung her legs over the side of the bed, padding barefoot to the window.

The river was calm, its surface glinting in the pale light of the moon. But Evi couldn’t shake the feeling that something was just out of reach, something she was supposed to understand but couldn’t quite grasp.

She leaned her forehead against the cool glass and closed her eyes. “Tomorrow,” she murmured. “Tomorrow, I’ll figure it out.”

But as she climbed back into bed and pulled the covers around her, the faint scent of lavender lingered in the air, refusing to let her rest.


Chapter 20
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Evi woke the next morning with the greenhouse dream still lingering in her mind like a stubborn fog. The faint scent of lavender followed her to the shop, but she chalked it up to Lizzie’s herbal stock and tried to focus on the tasks at hand. By mid-morning, however, her nerves were fraying. She couldn’t shake the feeling that Lizzie’s death wasn’t as simple as everyone believed.

Why would the Cryptoarcanum point me to Lizzie’s grave if this wasn’t something deeper?

The thought gnawed at her as she prepared her morning cup of tea in the tiny kitchenette at the back of the shop. Spinx jumped onto the counter, watching her with curious golden eyes, as if sensing her unease.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she muttered. “I’m doing my best.” She sighed, ruffling his ears before setting down her cup. “I need answers, Spinx. And if I can’t ask Marcellus…”

Her voice trailed off as an idea took root.
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An hour later, Evi found herself standing outside the Stoney Fork Sheriff’s Office. The small brick building looked quaint and unassuming, with flower boxes brimming with autumn blooms beneath the windows. She hesitated on the doorstep, adjusting her bag and brushing imaginary lint from her blouse.

“This is a bad idea,” she muttered under her breath. But before she could chicken out, the door opened, and Sheriff Joe Stone himself stepped out, nearly colliding with her.

“Whoa, there!” Joe exclaimed, stepping back with a friendly grin. “Evi, right? Lizzie’s great-niece?”

Evi nodded, startled by the encounter. Sheriff Stone was tall and broad-shouldered, with salt-and-pepper hair and kind, crinkled eyes that softened his otherwise imposing presence.

“Yes, that’s me. Sorry, I didn’t mean to ambush you.”

“No ambush at all. What brings you by?” He held the door open, gesturing for her to enter.

Evi stepped inside, the cool air of the office washing over her. The space was tidy and surprisingly cozy, with framed photographs of Stoney Fork through the years decorating the walls. A coffee maker gurgled softly on a side table, filling the room with its rich aroma.

“I had some questions about my aunt’s… passing,” Evi began, her voice hesitant.

Joe frowned slightly but nodded, motioning for her to sit on the chair near his desk. He settled into his own chair, leaning back and studying her with a thoughtful expression.

“All right,” he said. “What kind of questions?”

Evi hesitated, her fingers twisting in her lap. “I know the official cause was a heart attack, but… was there anything unusual about it? Anything that might suggest it wasn’t natural?”

Joe’s brows furrowed, and he leaned forward, resting his arms on the desk. “What makes you ask that?”

She hesitated again, not wanting to mention the Cryptoarcanum or sound like she was accusing anyone outright. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “It’s just a feeling I have. Lizzie was so healthy and active for her age. It just doesn’t sit right with me.”

The sheriff studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “Evi, I’ve known Lizzie for decades. She was a remarkable woman, no doubt about it. But sometimes, even the healthiest people have things going on beneath the surface that we can’t see. A heart attack at her age, while sad, isn’t unheard of.”

Evi bit her lip, sensing he wasn’t going to give her much more. “I understand that. But… do you remember where she was when it happened? Was she alone?”

Joe’s frown deepened. “She was at her house, in the greenhouse, if I recall. She called 911, but by the time the paramedics arrived, it was too late.”

“Did anyone else report seeing her that day?” Evi pressed gently.

Joe shook his head. “Not that I know of. Lizzie lived a quiet life. She had her routine, and most folks respected her privacy.”

Evi nodded slowly, her mind racing. The greenhouse again. The dream wasn’t just a figment of her imagination—it was connected somehow.

Joe leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Evi, can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Why are you so concerned about this? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

She froze, her pulse quickening. “No, nothing like that. I just… I want to understand what happened. That’s all.”

The sheriff’s gaze softened, and he nodded. “I get it. Losing someone like Lizzie leaves a lot of unanswered questions. But as far as we could tell, there was nothing suspicious about her passing.”

Evi forced a smile and thanked him, though her mind was far from satisfied.
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As Evi stepped out of the sheriff’s office and into the bright afternoon sunlight, she nearly collided with Mabel Roan. The older woman was dressed in a flowing purple shawl and a wide-brimmed hat adorned with faux crystals, looking every bit the stereotypical witch.

“Evi! Fancy running into you here,” Mabel said with a toothy grin. “What brings you to the sheriff’s office, hmm?”

Evi forced a polite smile. “Just tying up some loose ends.”

Mabel’s eyes narrowed slightly, her grin never wavering. “Well, isn’t that interesting? Lizzie always was a private one, wasn’t she? Never did like folks poking around her business.”

Evi stiffened at the subtle jab, but kept her tone neutral. “I’m just trying to get to know her better. She left me a lot to catch up on.”

“Did she now?” Mabel tilted her head, her gaze sharp and calculating. “Well, if you ever need help… understanding things, you just let me know. My coven and I have a lot of insight into the, shall we say, unseen world.”

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” Evi said, her smile strained.

As Mabel sauntered off, Evi couldn’t shake the feeling that the woman was hiding something. But what?
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That evening, Evi returned to Lizzie’s house, her thoughts swirling with everything she’d learned—or hadn’t learned. The greenhouse loomed in her mind, an unanswered question she couldn’t ignore.

After dinner, she stood at the window overlooking the garden, the greenhouse barely visible in the fading light. Spinx rubbed against her leg, his purr a soothing hum in the quiet room.

“What am I missing, Lizzie?” she whispered. “What am I supposed to find?”

Her gaze drifted to the Cryptoarcanum, sitting on the bed. She’d brought it home, thinking it might reveal more. The book seemed to hum faintly, as if sensing her frustration.

“I’ll figure it out,” she promised. “Somehow, I’ll figure it out.”


Chapter 21
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Evi woke early Monday morning, the soft morning light brightened the yellow walls of Lizzie’s kitchen as she sipped her coffee. She tapped her fingers against the ceramic mug, the cryptic message from the Cryptoarcanum looping endlessly in her thoughts. 236. Mors immatura. Untimely death. And Lizzie’s burial plot just happened to be 236? That was no coincidence.

Spinx padded over to her feet, stretching and giving a soft chirp of greeting. “You’re not worried about this, are you, buddy?” Evi asked, scratching behind his ears. He purred in response, but his knowing yellow eyes made her wonder if maybe he understood more than he let on.

With a sigh, she stood, setting the empty mug in the sink. Today, she needed answers. And if Lizzie’s death had been a murder rather than a heart attack, she wasn’t going to let it go unsolved.
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A Morning Return to the Shop

The shop was quiet and cool when Evi arrived, the scent of herbs and lavender still lingering in the air. She carried the Cryptoarcanum with her, safely wrapped in an old scarf, and placed it back in its hidden drawer in the antique roll-top desk upstairs.

“Don’t let this thing out of your sight,” James had warned her the night before. But she didn’t want it at her house again—not after the vivid dreams it seemed to trigger. The shop felt like its natural home, and the locked drawer seemed safe enough for now.

James appeared in the faint shimmer of morning sunlight filtering through the window. “You’re starting to feel it, aren’t you?”

“Feel what?” she asked, locking the drawer and turning to him.

“The weight of it,” he said, gesturing toward the desk. “The Cryptoarcanum doesn’t just drop a mystery in your lap. It makes sure it burrows under your skin, makes you obsessed until you unravel it. Lizzie used to say the same thing—it’s like the book knows how to get inside your head.”

Evi shivered. “Great. So, I can look forward to more cryptic Latin messages and sleepless nights?”

James grinned, but his tone was serious. “It’s not going to get easier, Evi. And remember what I said—it doesn’t handhold. Lizzie told me once the Cryptoarcanum wasn’t at its full power, but she never explained what she meant by that. Maybe she didn’t even know. All I do know is that it’s dangerous to open doors you’re not ready for.”

Evi’s stomach twisted at his words. But if the book wanted her to solve Lizzie’s murder, there was no going back now.
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After tidying the front counter, Evi moved a small display of Lizzie’s herbal soaps and noticed a yellowed piece of paper sticking out from behind it. Frowning, she unfolded the note, her pulse quickening as she recognized Lizzie’s handwriting.

"Trust takes time to bloom, but danger often lurks in the shadows of familiarity. Beware the wolf in the bookstore."

Evi’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. Hugo Bates immediately came to mind. She’d met him at the reopening, and while he’d seemed pleasant enough, his name was attached to the terse note Lizzie had received refusing to sell her shop. Was this a warning Lizzie had written to herself? Or had she meant for someone else—possibly even Evi—to find it?

James materialized near the door. “What’ve you got there?”

Evi handed him the note, watching his expression darken as he read it. “I think it’s about Hugo. Do you know anything about him?”

James shook his head. “Only what Lizzie ever mentioned in passing—that he owned the other bookstore in town and was always pestering her to sell this place. They got along, but she wasn't overly fond of him, that much was clear. Called him pompous. But I never got the sense she thought he was dangerous.”

“Well, this doesn’t sound like she thought he was harmless.” Evi folded the note and slipped it into her bag. “I think it’s time to pay him a visit.”
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Hugo’s bookstore, Books and Beans, was on the next block over, nestled between a bakery and a stationery shop. The exterior was painted a deep green, with golden lettering on the windows and a bell that chimed softly as Evi stepped inside.

The scent of old paper and leather bindings greeted her, along with the sight of towering shelves crammed with books. It was cozier than she’d expected, though the lighting was dim and the atmosphere had a slightly oppressive weight.

“Ah, Miss Hutchison!” Hugo appeared from behind a shelf, a book tucked under his arm. His graying-brown hair was neatly combed, and he wore a smart waistcoat that made him look like he’d just stepped out of a Victorian novel. “What a pleasant surprise. What brings you to my humble establishment?”

“Curiosity,” Evi said, forcing a smile. “I figured I should get to know the other bookshop in town.”

Hugo chuckled warmly. “Well, I’m delighted you stopped by. And might I say, your reopening was a resounding success. When I stopped by it was rather busy at the time. How are you settling in?”

“Good, so far,” Evi said, glancing around the shop. “Though I imagine I’ve got a long way to go to match your operation. This place is amazing.”

Hugo waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, nonsense. I’ve been at it a long time, and deal in a lot of old, antique, and sometimes rare books, but Lizzie’s shop was always the more charming of the two. I imagine you’ll have no trouble maintaining her loyal customer base.”

Evi hesitated, then decided to press a little further. “Did you know Lizzie well?”

“Well enough, I suppose,” Hugo said, his smile faltering slightly. “She was a private woman, but we crossed paths often enough. Booksellers tend to run in the same circles, you know, and Lizzie always loved old rare books.”

“She mentioned you’d offered to buy her shop a few times,” Evi said casually, watching his reaction.

Hugo’s smile tightened. “I may have mentioned it once or twice. It was an ideal location, after all. But Lizzie was quite firm in her refusal, and I respected that. Though, I know I’m not the only one interested in buying property around Stoney Fork. Why, I heard that Mr. Simoneaux had tried to purchase that large sect of land from Phillip Crawford — you know the real estate developer here in town — the property between the edge of town and Lizzie’s… well, your house now.”

“Tried?” Evi asked.

Hugo smiled and leaned in slightly, as if to spill a secret. “Oh, yes. Rumor has it that he had gotten on the hook for a large sum of money having the property inspected, mapped and such, but then could not manage to get the funds to go through with the purchase.” He fluttered his hand dismissively. “But you know how rumors are in a small town.”

Evi nodded, pretending to accept his answer, though she couldn’t shake the feeling that Hugo was holding something back. “Well, it’s a lovely shop you’ve got here. I’ll have to come back when I have more time to browse.”

“Do,” Hugo said, his smile returning. “And if you ever want a special tome, advice—or tea—don’t hesitate to stop by.”
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On her way back to her shop, Evi decided to stop in at The Witch’s Cauldron. Mabel greeted her with exaggerated enthusiasm, but the atmosphere inside the shop felt tense, as though the air itself was charged.

Evi couldn’t help but notice the slight smirk on Mabel’s face as she asked, “So, how’s the new witch in town settling in?”

“Well enough,” Evi replied, keeping her tone light. “It’s been a lot to take in, but I think I’m starting to find my footing.”

Mabel leaned closer, her eyes glinting with curiosity. “And how about the… other things? I imagine Lizzie left you with more than just the shop, hmm?”

Evi’s stomach flipped, but she forced a smile. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Mabel chuckled softly, her gaze lingering on Evi for a moment before she turned back to rearrange a display of crystals. “Oh, nothing. Just making conversation. Let me know if you ever need any… guidance.”

The interaction left Evi uneasy, and as she walked back to her shop, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Mabel knew more about Lizzie—and possibly the Cryptoarcanum—than she let on.
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That evening, after tidying the shop and locking up, Evi finally returned home. She stared out at the river, her thoughts racing. Hugo’s smooth answers, Mabel’s cryptic remarks, and Lizzie’s ominous note all swirled in her mind.

And then there was the Cryptoarcanum. What other secrets would it reveal? What dangers was it leading her toward?

Evi sighed and glanced at Spinx, who was curled up contentedly on the couch. “I don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into, buddy,” she whispered. “But I’m not backing down now.”


Chapter 22
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The morning air was crisp, tinged with the faint scent of fallen leaves and earth as Evi approached Old Stoney Cemetery. It had rained lightly the night before, leaving the iron gate slightly slick as she pushed it open with a rusty groan. Spinx trotted by her side, his leash jingling softly.

The cemetery stretched out before her like a patchwork quilt of time. Moss-covered gravestones leaned at odd angles, their inscriptions faded by years of weathering. Towering willow trees swayed gently in the breeze, their branches sweeping the air as though offering quiet benedictions to the resting souls below. Beyond the graveyard’s edge, the river’s low murmur added a soft, melancholic undercurrent.

Evi clutched a small bouquet of wildflowers she’d picked from her garden—sunflowers and asters tied together with twine—and glanced down at the simple map Marcellus had sketched for her on the back of a diner receipt. Plot 236. That number again.

Her pulse quickened as she walked toward the designated section of the cemetery. What would she find?
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Evi stopped abruptly as her eyes landed on a headstone beneath a gnarled willow. The grave was simple and unassuming, the polished granite gleaming faintly in the muted sunlight.

Lisbeth Janet Hutchison
Beloved Friend, Writer, and Witch
1952—2024

The inscription caught her off guard. Seeing “witch” etched into the stone made it all feel so… official. It was a title Lizzie had worn proudly in life, and one Evi was still trying to grow into.

She kneeled down and placed the bouquet at the base of the headstone. That was when she noticed the other flowers—a fresh arrangement of wildflowers tied with a ribbon, tucked delicately into which was a sprig of dried yarrow.

Her fingers hesitated over the yarrow. Her herbal knowledge echoed in her mind: symbols of protection, healing… and warning.

A knot tightened in her chest. Was someone trying to protect Lizzie’s spirit? Or was the yarrow meant for her?
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The soft crunch of gravel behind her made her jump. She turned to see Marcellus walking toward her, his tall frame silhouetted against the gray sky.

“Didn’t mean to startle you,” he said with a sheepish grin, holding up a single white lily. “I come here sometimes when I need to think.”

“Morning, Marcellus,” Evi said, rising to her feet. “You… visit Lizzie often?”

He nodded, his expression shifting into something quieter, more introspective. “She was one of a kind, wasn’t she? I guess I just like to check in on her. Feels right.”

Evi watched as he kneeled to place the lily beside the other flowers. “You said this was Plot 236?” she asked, trying to keep her voice even.

“That’s right,” he replied. “Lizzie specifically requested to be buried here, next to the willow trees. Peaceful, isn’t it?”

Her throat tightened, and she nodded mutely. Plot 236. The Cryptoarcanum’s cryptic message came rushing back: 236 Mors Immatura. Untimely death.

Marcellus rose and dusted off his hands, oblivious to her turmoil. “You okay, Evi? You look a little pale.”

“I’m fine,” she said quickly. “It’s just… a lot to take in, I guess.”

He gave her a kind smile. “Lizzie would be proud of you, you know. She always talked about family, how much she wanted someone to carry on with her legacy. You’re doing a good thing.”

“Thanks,” Evi murmured, her mind racing.
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Later that evening, Evi locked up the shop after returning the Cryptoarcanum to its hidden drawer in the roll-top desk. She lingered for a moment in the darkened space, her fingers brushing the edges of the desk as though it might somehow offer her answers.

“Goodnight, Lizzie. Goodnight, James,” she whispered softly, before flicking off the lights and heading for the door.

The streets of Stoney Fork were unusually quiet for a Sunday evening, the festive bustle of the reopening weekend now just a memory. Evi stepped outside and locked the door behind her, the chill of the night air biting at her cheeks.

As she turned to walk toward her car, a flicker of movement caught her eye.

Across the street, partially illuminated by a flickering streetlamp, stood a figure. Tall and motionless, their face obscured by shadows.

Evi’s breath caught in her throat. The figure didn’t move, didn’t step forward or back. They simply stood there, watching.

Her heart hammered in her chest. She squinted, trying to make out details—was it a man or a woman? Was it someone she knew? But the dim lighting offered no clues.

“Hello?” she called hesitantly, her voice trembling.

The figure shifted slightly, and in the blink of an eye, they melted into the shadows, disappearing down a side alley.

Evi stood frozen for a moment, her pulse racing. She told herself it was nothing—a trick of the light, maybe a nosy local heading home—but her instincts whispered otherwise.
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By the time Evi reached the safety of her riverside house, the sense of being watched still clung to her like a second skin. She double-checked all the locks and even peeked through the curtains, half-expecting to see the shadowy figure standing at the edge of her garden.

But the street outside was empty, the moonlight casting long, silent shadows.

Spinx meowed softly and rubbed against her legs, his warm presence grounding her. She scooped him up and carried him to the bedroom, her gaze lingering on the greenhouse visible from her window.

She knew she needed to investigate it. The dream had haunted her every night since she’d arrived, urging her to search, to uncover whatever truth the greenhouse held. But tonight, the darkness felt too thick, too heavy. She couldn’t bring herself to step outside again.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered, setting Spinx on the bed and pulling the covers around her.

As she drifted off to sleep, the images of Lizzie’s grave, the yarrow sprig, and the shadowy figure played over and over in her mind.


Chapter 23
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The Stoney Fork records office smelled faintly of mildew and old paper. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting a harsh glow over the cramped space lined with rows of file cabinets and mismatched bookshelves. Evi pushed open the door, the creak of its hinges echoing in the quiet. A tired-looking clerk sat behind a scratched wooden counter, flipping through a ledger with practiced indifference.

Evi hesitated for a moment, her palms damp against the strap of her bag. She didn’t want to suspect Marcellus—he’d been nothing but kind to her—but Hugo’s insinuation about his finances had planted a seed of doubt she couldn’t ignore. Maybe if she just found the facts herself, she could clear his name and silence her nagging suspicions.

“Can I help you?” the clerk asked, peering at her over a pair of thick-rimmed glasses.

“Yes, hi,” Evi said, trying to sound casual. “I’m looking for some information about a piece of land just outside of town. It’s, uh, undeveloped, but I heard it was for sale a while back?”

The clerk set the ledger aside and leaned forward, curiosity sparking in their eyes. “You thinking about buying it? That land’s been sitting empty for ages.”

“Oh, no,” Evi said quickly. “Just curious. I’m new to town and trying to learn the area, but you never know.”

The clerk nodded, apparently satisfied. “Sure, let me pull up the details. Who owns it?”

“Phillip Crawford, I think?” Evi offered, recalling Hugo’s comment about the prominent Crawford family.

“Ah, yes. That’s the one.” The clerk stood and shuffled to a filing cabinet, their movements deliberate and slow. The drawer screeched as they pulled it open, rifling through its contents before extracting a thick folder. “Here we go. Phillip Crawford’s been holding onto that parcel for years. Tried to sell it a couple of times, but nothing’s ever come of it.”

They flipped through the papers and then paused, tapping a finger on the page. “Looks like the most recent deal was with Marcellus Simoneaux. That one fell through about two months before Lizzie passed.”

Evi’s pulse quickened. “Do you know why it didn’t go through?”

The clerk shrugged. “Doesn’t say much here, but if I had to guess, it was financial. Marcellus had to back out. It’s not unusual—land deals like that can be pricey, and financing isn’t always a sure thing.”

Evi nodded, trying to keep her expression neutral even as her thoughts raced. Marcellus couldn’t afford to buy the land, but he was managing Lizzie’s substantial estate. If she’d been his lifeline, could her sudden death have been… convenient?

“Anything else about the property?” Evi asked, forcing her tone to remain light.

“Not really,” the clerk said, closing the folder and handing it to her. “But if you’re interested, I can dig up some more specifics.”

“No, that’s okay,” Evi said, handing the folder back. “Thanks for your help.”

“Anytime,” the clerk said with a smile. “And hey, if you decide you’re interested in that land, let me know. I hear Phillip might be open to offers.”

Evi gave a polite laugh, but her mind was already elsewhere. As she left the office, her stomach churned with unease. She didn’t want to believe Marcellus could have had any involvement in Lizzie’s death, but the pieces were starting to fit together in a way she couldn’t ignore.
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The bell over the door to Silver Sage Naturals jingled softly as Mabel Roan stepped inside. Evi looked up from the counter, where she was restocking jars of dried lavender, and forced a smile. “Mabel. What a surprise.”

“Good afternoon, dear,” Mabel said, her voice dripping with saccharine warmth. She was dressed in her usual flowing caftan, today in shades of deep green and gold, and her sharp eyes darted around the shop as if cataloging its contents. “I thought I’d stop by and see how you’re settling in. It’s important to keep the energy of the shop balanced, you know.”

Evi tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, trying to ignore the prickle of unease Mabel’s presence always seemed to bring. “Thanks. I’m getting there. Still figuring everything out.”

Mabel’s gaze lingered on a display of crystal pendulums near the register. “Lizzie had such a way with this place. She understood its… potential.”

Evi raised an eyebrow. “Potential?”

Mabel smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Oh, nothing specific. Just that this shop is special. Unique. It has its secrets, wouldn’t you agree?”

Evi’s hands stilled on the jar she was holding. “I’m still learning about Lizzie’s work. She didn’t leave me much in the way of instructions.”

“No,” Mabel said softly, stepping closer to the counter. “I suppose she wouldn’t have. Lizzie was always so… private. Even with those she should have trusted.”

Evi frowned, her unease growing. “What do you mean?”

Mabel shrugged, her bangles jingling. “Oh, nothing, dear. Just an observation. You know, if you ever feel overwhelmed by this place—or by what Lizzie left behind—you can always come to me. I could help you… understand.”

“Thanks,” Evi said, her voice tight. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Mabel’s gaze swept the shop again, lingering on the bookshelves near the back. “Well, I won’t keep you. I just wanted to make sure you’re doing all right. This place can be… overwhelming for someone new.”

Before Evi could respond, Mabel turned and swept out of the shop, the bell jingling behind her. Evi exhaled slowly, her tension lingering like a heavy weight on her chest. Something about Mabel’s visit felt off—like she’d been looking for something or testing the waters.
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The moon hung low over the garden as Evi approached the greenhouse, its glass panels glinting faintly in the silvery light. The air was cool and damp, carrying the earthy scent of soil and leaves. Spinx trotted ahead, his tail held high, but Evi’s steps were slower, hesitant. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being drawn here for a reason.

The door creaked as she pushed it open, the sound echoing in the stillness. Inside, the air was thick with the scent of damp earth and something floral, almost cloying. She swept her flashlight across the room, her pulse quickening as the beam caught on the empty ring of soil where a planter pot had clearly been removed. The outline of its base was still visible, and the dirt around it was disturbed, as if it had been moved recently.

“What were you keeping here, Lizzie?” Evi murmured, crouching to examine the area. Spilled soil trailed toward the back door, which hung slightly ajar, swaying gently in the night breeze.

A sudden rustling outside made her heart leap into her throat. She froze, her flashlight trembling in her hand as she listened. The sound came again—soft, deliberate footsteps on the path leading toward the river.

“Hello?” she called, her voice breaking the silence.

No response. Just the faint sound of water rushing in the distance.

Spinx darted past her, his fur bristling as he bolted toward the open door. Evi hesitated for a moment before following, the beam of her flashlight cutting through the darkness. The trail of soil led to the edge of the riverbank, where it vanished into the shadows of the trees.

She strained her ears, but the only sounds were the river’s murmurs and the whisper of wind through the branches. Whoever—or whatever—had been here was gone.

Evi tightened her grip on the flashlight, her breath coming in shallow bursts. “What’s going on, Lizzie?” she whispered.

The greenhouse seemed to hum with a quiet energy as she turned back toward it, the moonlight casting eerie shadows through its panes. Something was missing—something important—and Evi was determined to find out what.


Chapter 24
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The shop was quiet, the lingering scent of sage and lavender wrapping Evi like a protective cloak. She finished locking the front door and leaned against the counter, the weight of the day pressing heavily on her shoulders. Spinx purred lazily on the windowsill, but even he seemed to sense her unease. The air cooled suddenly, carrying a faint whisper of something otherworldly.

“You’re worried.” James’ voice drifted toward her, low and steady. He materialized near the shelves of herbal tea blends, his faintly translucent figure casting no shadow in the golden afternoon light.

Evi let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “I’ve got good reason to be.” She gestured for him to join her near the counter. “You’ve got to hear this.”

As she recounted the events of the past two days—Hugo’s comment about the land deal, the failed sale tied to Marcellus, Mabel’s invasive visit, and finally, the missing planter in the greenhouse—James’ expression darkened. He listened intently, his incorporeal presence somehow grounding her as the words spilled out.

“So now,” she finished, her voice trembling slightly, “I’m left wondering if Marcellus was desperate enough to... I mean, I don’t want to suspect him, but...”

James frowned, his features lined with concern. “I understand your hesitation, but you can’t ignore the pieces falling into place. Desperation makes people do things they’d never consider otherwise.”

Evi’s chest tightened. “I just—Marcellus doesn’t seem like that kind of person.”

James crossed his arms, his figure flickering faintly. “Neither did half the people I arrested in my time. But you’re dealing with something more dangerous than greed alone, Evi. The sense that you’re being watched, the planter missing from the greenhouse—it all points to someone trying to cover their tracks.”

Evi hesitated, then asked, “Could you come with me? To the greenhouse, I mean. I don’t think I should poke around out there again alone.”

James’ expression softened, his regret visible even in his ghostly form. “I wish I could. But I’m tied to this place, Evi. I can’t leave the shop.” He paused, his voice growing firmer. “But if you’re determined to go, take something with you. Protection. A walking stick, a knife, something to give you an edge if you need it.”

“Do you think I’ll need it?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I think,” James said carefully, “you’re walking into something far bigger than you realize. Be careful.”
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Evi returned home early, the sunlight still bright enough to make the walk from the greenhouse to the river feel less daunting. Armed with a sturdy walking stick she’d found in the corner of Lizzie’s tool shed, she stepped onto the garden path, Spinx trotting beside her.

The afternoon was deceptively calm. The leaves rustled softly in the breeze, the river’s murmur growing louder with each step. But beneath the idyllic surface, Evi couldn’t shake the sense that the woods were holding their breath, watching.

She reached the greenhouse and stepped inside, her eyes immediately drawn to the empty ring of soil where the missing planter had once sat. The unease she’d felt the night before returned full force, a prickling sensation at the back of her neck.

With a deep breath, she opened the back door of the greenhouse and followed the faint trail of spilled soil toward the river. Her boots crunched against the ground, the sound echoing in the otherwise silent woods.

The river came into view, its surface shimmering in the sunlight. Evi’s eyes scanned the bank, searching for anything out of place. At first, nothing stood out. But as she ventured closer to the water, her gaze caught on a flash of terracotta half-buried in the mud.

A flowerpot.

Heart pounding, she crouched and pulled it free. Soil clung to her fingers, damp and cold, as she turned the pot over. Inside was a plant—its spindly stalks bent and its delicate purple flowers wilting. But even in its weakened state, Evi recognized its eerie beauty.

Monkshood. Wolf’s bane.

Her breath caught. The word wolf rang in her ears, sharp and insistent. Lizzie’s old note, the one she’d found tucked in a dusty corner of the shop weeks ago, surfaced in her memory: Beware the wolf.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, her voice trembling. She held the pot as though it might bite her, her mind racing. Monkshood was more than just a pretty plant—it was deadly. Every part of it was toxic, capable of inducing cardiac arrest with even the smallest dose.

She stared at the pot, her stomach churning. Someone had moved this plant, and tried to discard it in the river. Someone who knew exactly what it could do.

Now she knew for certain… Lizzie hadn’t died of a heart attack. She’d been murdered.
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Evi barely remembered the walk back to the house. The flowerpot sat on the kitchen table now, its sinister contents mocking her as she furiously typed search terms into her laptop. Articles and academic papers filled the screen, each one confirming what she already knew.

Monkshood’s poison acted quickly, disrupting the heart’s rhythm and causing respiratory failure. Symptoms could mimic a natural heart attack, leaving little evidence behind unless someone knew what to look for.

Evi’s hands shook as she closed the laptop, her thoughts a chaotic tangle of disbelief and horror. Lizzie’s death wasn’t an accident. Someone had planned it, carefully and deliberately, using the very plants Lizzie had tended with such care.

The question burned in her mind, relentless and sharp: Who?

A sudden noise broke her concentration—a creak on the front porch, soft but deliberate. Evi froze, her breath hitching as adrenaline spiked in her veins. Spinx hissed, his golden eyes fixed on the door.

Heart pounding, Evi reached for the walking stick she’d left leaning against the wall. She gripped it tightly, her knuckles white, as she moved toward the window. Peering through the curtain, she scanned the porch and the yard beyond.

Nothing. Just the empty expanse of her front garden, bathed in the faint glow of the setting sun.

But the feeling was still there, heavy and suffocating. She was being watched.

“Lizzie,” Evi whispered, her voice trembling. “What have I gotten myself into?”

Spinx leaped onto the windowsill, his fur still bristling. His low growl was the only sound in the house as Evi stepped back from the window, her pulse thundering in her ears.

Lizzie had warned her about the wolf. Now it was circling closer.


Chapter 25
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The morning sun streamed through the windows of Silver Sage Naturals, casting long beams of light across the shop’s wooden floors. The warm, herbal scent of dried lavender and rosemary filled the air, soothing in a way that belied Evi’s restless thoughts. She straightened a stack of hand-labeled soap bars on the counter, but her hands trembled slightly, the weight of the previous day’s discovery pressing heavily on her chest.

A cool draft brushed against her, and she looked up to see James standing near the shelf of herbal tinctures. His translucent form seemed less steady than usual, flickering faintly at the edges.

“You’re upset,” she said softly, abandoning the soap to lean against the counter.

“I should be,” James replied, his voice low but sharp. “Lizzie was murdered, Evi. And now you’re standing in the middle of the storm that killed her.”

Evi swallowed hard, her fingers brushing over the smooth edge of the counter. “I know. But I had to tell you. You needed to know.”

James paced the shop floor, his ghostly figure phasing through a chair as he moved. “I knew something wasn’t right about her death. Lizzie was too careful, too healthy for it to have been random. But to hear it confirmed...” He stopped, his hands clenching into fists at his sides. “Monkshood. Damn it.”

Evi hesitated, her voice trembling. “I think Marcellus might have had a reason. He had money troubles before Lizzie died, and Hugo mentioned that land deal falling through. But... I don’t want to suspect him, James. I just can’t.”

James turned to face her, his expression grim. “Evi, I don’t want to think it either. But you can’t ignore the facts just because you care about someone. If Marcellus is involved—and I’m not saying he is—you need to be prepared for the possibility.”

Evi lowered her gaze, her heart aching. “What about Mabel? She has knowledge of plants, even if she isn’t the skilled witch she pretends to be. She would’ve known Lizzie had something like monkshood in her greenhouse.”

James nodded slowly, though his frown deepened. “Mabel always had a grudge against Lizzie. Jealousy, maybe. Or something more. It’s not impossible.”

The bell above the shop door jingled, interrupting their conversation. Evi jumped slightly, her heart still pounding from the weight of their discussion. She looked up to see Al walking in, her bright smile and vibrant energy a stark contrast to the tension hanging in the air.
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“Morning, Evi!” Al said, her red braids swinging as she approached the counter. She wore her stylish embroidered apron, her usual confidence radiating with every step.

“Morning, Al,” Evi replied, forcing a smile. “What brings you by?”

“Soap,” Al said with a grin, leaning on the counter. “That avocado soap you made last time? It’s magic. My customers have been raving about it, and honestly, I need a stash for myself. Winter’s brutal on my skin.”

Evi let out a soft laugh, grateful for the moment of normalcy. “I can whip up another batch for you. Give me a day or two.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” Al said, her eyes drifting over the shelves. “I keep telling everyone that Silver Sage is the best thing to happen to Stoney Fork since Top o’ the Muffin started serving croissants.”

“Well, that’s high praise,” Evi said, chuckling.

The two chatted for a few minutes, Al sharing a funny story about a customer who tried to dye their hair pink but ended up with a bright orange streak instead. The warmth of their banter soothed some of Evi’s frayed nerves, grounding her in the small-town charm she’d grown to love.

“Oh, by the way,” Al said, her tone turning more curious. “Did Mabel stop by here recently? She popped into the salon the other day, which is unusual for her. It seemed like she was... looking for something.”

Evi’s stomach tightened. “She did come by. Seemed a little... nosy, to be honest.”

“Yeah, she’s been making the rounds,” Al said with a shrug. “Probably just stirring up drama, as usual. Anyway, let me know when that soap’s ready. And don’t work too hard, okay? You’re already doing Lizzie proud.”

Al left with a wave, the bell jingling softly behind her. Evi stood still for a moment, her thoughts spinning. Mabel’s sudden interest in the shop—and her cryptic behavior—felt more suspicious by the minute.
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The bank was quiet when Evi walked in, its interior cool and faintly smelling of fresh coffee. Linda, the manager who’d helped her set up her accounts when she first arrived in Stoney Fork, greeted her with a friendly smile.

“Evi! Good to see you. What can I do for you today?”

Evi hesitated, glancing around the small office. “I was hoping you could answer a question about the trust fund Lizzie left me. Specifically, whether there were any withdrawals made before it was transferred to my ownership.”

Linda’s smile faltered slightly, but she nodded. “Of course. Let me pull up the records.”

Evi watched as Linda typed into her computer, the click of the keys filling the silence. After a few moments, Linda turned the screen slightly, showing a list of transactions.

“Looks like there were a few small withdrawals before the transfer,” Linda said. “One was for your travel expenses—flight, hotel, that sort of thing—when you came here for the will reading. The others are just standard maintenance fees.”

“No large sums?” Evi asked, her voice tight.

“None,” Linda said, shaking her head. “Everything else was transferred directly to you, just as Lizzie intended.”

Evi let out a breath, equal parts relieved and unsettled. “Thank you, Linda. I appreciate it.”

As she left the bank, her thoughts churned. The withdrawals seemed innocent enough, but James’ warning still echoed in her mind. If Marcellus was involved, he might not have had time to take more before the trust was legally transferred. And if he was still the executor of the trust, she could be in serious danger.
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The shop felt unusually quiet when Evi returned, the warm light of late morning casting long shadows across the shelves. James appeared near the counter, his expression expectant.

“Well?” he asked.

Evi sighed, setting her bag down. “The withdrawals were small. Travel expenses and maintenance fees. Nothing suspicious.”

James frowned, his arms crossed. “That doesn’t clear him. If Marcellus is playing a long game, he wouldn’t need to take a large sum all at once. And if he’s still your executor...”

Evi’s chest tightened. “You’re saying I could be next?”

“I’m saying you need to be careful,” James said, his voice firm. “Don’t let your guard down, not with him, not with anyone.”

Evi rubbed her temples, her thoughts spiraling. “What about Mabel? She has knowledge of plants like monkshood, even if she’s not the most skilled witch. She’d know Lizzie kept it in her greenhouse.”

James nodded slowly. “It’s possible. Mabel always had a knack for finding weaknesses and exploiting them. And she’s been nosing around the shop, hasn’t she?”

Evi shivered, remembering Mabel’s sharp gaze and cryptic words. “She has. But why now? Why stir things up after Lizzie’s gone?”

“That,” James said, his voice dropping, “is the question you need to answer.”

Evi stared out the shop’s front window, her stomach twisting with unease. The pieces of the puzzle were coming together, but the picture they formed was darker than she ever could have imagined.


Chapter 26
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The first thing Evi noticed as she unlocked the door to Silver Sage Naturals that morning was the crispness in the air. The small town of Stoney Fork was embracing the season, with municipal workers bustling about the square, stringing twinkling lights along the streetlamps. Bright red poinsettias adorned planters by the sidewalks, and a faint scent of pine mingled with the cool breeze.

Evi stepped inside the shop, the familiar smell of herbs and candles wrapping around her like a warm hug. Spinx darted in ahead of her, his tail swishing as he hopped onto the counter, where he began surveying his kingdom.

The door jingled as two cheerful workers from the municipal office walked in. One of them, a middle-aged woman with rosy cheeks and a Santa hat perched jauntily on her head, waved a flyer at Evi.

“Morning, Ms. Hutchison!” she said, beaming. “We’re handing out flyers for the annual window decorating contest. All the businesses in town take part—it’s a big deal around here.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of it,” Evi said, smiling as she took the flyer. The bold red letters at the top read, Stoney Fork Window Decorating Contest: Let’s Make the Holidays Shine!

The woman leaned in conspiratorially. “The theme this year is ‘A Storybook Christmas.’ Perfect for a shop like yours. The judges—well, all the townsfolk, really—cast their votes anonymously during the festival. It’s all very democratic.”

“And competitive,” the man beside her added with a chuckle. “Beauty and the Braid almost beat Beans & Books last year. Hugo Bates barely edged out Al. It’s serious business.”

Evi chuckled, glancing at the flyer. “It sounds like fun. Thanks for letting me know.”

The woman’s smile widened. “We’ll be looking forward to seeing what you come up with! Oh, and don’t forget, the winner gets a free booth at the winter festival—perfect for showcasing your goods.”

As they bustled out, Evi folded the flyer and placed it on the counter. The idea of decorating her window filled her with a strange mix of excitement and melancholy. Lizzie would’ve loved this, she thought.

She turned to Spinx, who blinked lazily at her. “What do you think, buddy? Should we give it a try?”

Spinx flicked his tail in what Evi decided to interpret as agreement.
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Not long after the municipal workers left, the bell above the door jingled again, and Evi looked up to see Hugo Bates stepping inside. He was bundled in a dark coat and scarf, his muddy brown eyes sparkling with uncharacteristic warmth.

“Good morning, Evi,” he said, his English accent crisp. “I thought I’d stop by on my way to the shop. The town’s positively buzzing with holiday spirit, isn’t it?”

“It really is,” Evi replied, smiling. “They just dropped off a flyer about the window decorating contest.”

“Ah, yes,” Hugo said, his eyes lighting up. “I’ve won three years running, though I suspect Al’s determined to dethrone me this year.”

Evi laughed. “I hear it’s a fierce competition.”

“It is, indeed,” Hugo said with mock gravity. “But I had an idea, and I thought you might like to collaborate. Since our shops are both on the literary side, what if we coordinated our displays? We could choose a Christmas book—A Christmas Carol, perhaps—and each decorate a scene from it.”

“That’s a fantastic idea,” Evi said, genuinely impressed. “Which scene were you thinking?”

“I was planning to recreate Scrooge’s transformation in my window—his joy and redemption, all very festive, of course. Perhaps you could do the Ghost of Christmas Past?”

Evi nodded thoughtfully. “I like that. It’s whimsical and fits the theme.”

Hugo’s smile widened. “Brilliant. I’ll have some mockups drawn up for my display, and I’ll send them over. And of course, if you need any help gathering supplies, just let me know.”

“Thanks, Hugo. This will be fun.”

As Hugo left, waving cheerfully, Evi couldn’t help but feel a newfound appreciation for her bookish neighbor. Maybe people just didn’t take the time to get to know him, she thought. He came across as stuffy, sure, but his ideas were creative, and he seemed genuinely kind.

When James materialized a few moments later, Evi couldn’t resist mentioning it. “Hugo stopped by. He suggested we coordinate our Christmas displays—he’s surprisingly thoughtful, you know.”

James raised an eyebrow, his ghostly form hovering near the counter. “Hugo Bates, thoughtful? That’s not a sentence I expected to hear.”

“Don’t be so hard on him,” Evi said, shaking her head. “I think his English sensibilities just make him seem distant. He’s actually quite charming.”

James crossed his arms, his skeptical expression unchanged. “If you say so.”
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Later that afternoon, while rummaging through the storage room for Christmas decorations, Evi stumbled upon an old wooden box tucked away in the corner. It was dusty and unmarked, but when she opened it, a wave of borrowed nostalgia hit her like a freight train.

Inside were Lizzie’s holiday treasures: a collection of delicate ornaments, hand-sewn garlands, and a tiny ceramic nativity set. A small notebook rested on top, its cover decorated with holly leaves and berries. Evi opened it to find Lizzie’s neat handwriting detailing ideas for Christmas window displays from years past.

She traced the words with her fingers, her throat tightening. Lizzie’s love for the holidays was woven into every entry, from sketches of snow-covered cottages to notes about using natural elements like pinecones and berries. The last page simply read: Remember to make it magical.

Evi smiled through her tears, clutching the notebook to her chest. “I will, Lizzie,” she whispered. “I promise.”
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As the afternoon waned, Evi returned to the shop, the box of decorations in tow. James appeared by the register, his expression softening when he saw her holding the notebook.

“Lizzie’s?” he asked.

Evi nodded, setting the box on the counter. “She had all these ideas for Christmas displays. I’m going to use them for the contest.”

James smiled faintly. “She’d love that.”

Evi hesitated, then added, “Hugo’s idea about A Christmas Carol—it actually fits perfectly. Lizzie even had a section in her notes about using book themes.”

James’ expression darkened slightly. “You’re giving Hugo a lot of credit these days.”

“He’s not so bad, James,” Evi said, sorting through the ornaments. “Maybe people just need to give him a chance.”

James didn’t reply immediately, his ghostly form flickering as he leaned against the counter. Finally, he said, “It’s not Hugo I’m worried about, Evi. It’s Marcellus. Or maybe even Mabel. You’re seeing the best in people—and I admire that about you—but you can’t ignore the warning signs.”

Evi sighed, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “I hear you, James. But right now, I just want to focus on this contest. Lizzie loved Christmas, and I want to do her proud.”

James nodded, though the worry didn’t leave his face. “Just promise me you’ll stay careful.”

“I promise,” Evi said softly, though the weight of his words lingered long after he disappeared.


Chapter 27
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Evi stepped back from the shop window, wiping her hands on her apron as she admired her handiwork. The Ghost of Christmas Past theme had finally come to life, a delicate balance of whimsy and nostalgia that she hoped would make Lizzie proud. Strings of tiny, warm-white fairy lights framed the window, casting a soft glow over the scene she’d created.

The display was built around a vintage clock she’d borrowed from the shop’s decor, its hands frozen at midnight. Surrounding it was a cascade of pale, glittering fabrics evoking a dreamlike quality, interspersed with small, glowing lanterns and faux snow dusted across the wooden base. She’d carefully arranged antique books and small vials of dried herbs to reflect Lizzie’s love of natural remedies, their labels handwritten in her flowing script.

Spinx sat nearby, his yellow eyes fixed on her as if critiquing the scene. “Well, what do you think?” she asked him.

He flicked his tail and let out a soft, approving meow.

Evi smiled, stepping closer to snap a photo with her phone. The decorations were the perfect distraction from the storm of thoughts that had been swirling in her head since finding the monkshood. She needed a plan, a way to move forward with the investigation without drawing too much attention—or making herself look like she’d lost her mind. Involving Sheriff Joe seemed premature, even reckless, with what little concrete evidence she had. And while James’ concerns about Marcellus lingered in her mind, something about Mabel’s odd behavior kept pulling her focus back to the coven leader.

“Let’s see how Hugo’s display is coming along,” she said to Spinx, grabbing her coat. “Maybe a change of scenery will help.”

With a last glance at her decorations, Evi headed out the door, her phone still clutched in her hand.
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Beans & Books was bustling with customers when Evi arrived, the rich aroma of coffee and the hum of conversation filling the air. Hugo stood behind the counter, chatting with a patron as he rang up their purchase. He looked up as the bell above the door jingled, his face brightening.

“Evi!” he called out. “Come to inspect the competition, have you?”

“Not at all,” she replied with a grin. “I wanted to see how your Scrooge display is coming along—and show you mine.”

Hugo gestured toward the front window. “Please, look! It’s still a work in progress, but I think it’s shaping up nicely.”

Evi approached the window, her breath catching at the sight of the display. Hugo had recreated the pivotal moment of Scrooge’s redemption with stunning detail. The window featured a miniature Victorian dining table, set for a feast with tiny plates of faux roast goose and bowls of painted fruit. In the background, a painted backdrop of a snowy London street framed the scene, complete with flickering “gas lamps” fashioned from tea lights.

But what struck Evi the most were the subtle details: a tall grandfather clock in the corner of the scene, its pendulum frozen mid-swing; a stack of gold coins spilling from a tiny bag, as if symbolizing Scrooge’s newfound generosity; and, tucked in the corner, a tiny black top hat, its placement almost too small to notice.

“It’s beautiful,” Evi said sincerely, turning to Hugo. “You’ve outdone yourself.”

Hugo beamed, his cheeks reddening slightly. “It’s not quite finished, but thank you. I wanted to capture the spirit of transformation—of moving from darkness to light.”

“It’s perfect,” Evi said, pulling out her phone. “Here, let me show you mine.”

She brought up the photo she’d taken and handed the phone to Hugo. His face lit up as he studied it. “Ah, the Ghost of Christmas Past! Whimsical and haunting. I love how you’ve incorporated the clock and the books—very clever.”

“Thank you,” Evi said, feeling a swell of pride. “I thought the clock tied in well with the theme.”

“It does indeed,” Hugo said. “We’ve done quite well for ourselves, haven’t we? The judges will have a tough decision this year.”
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Just as Evi was getting ready to leave, the door jingled again, and two delivery men stepped in, each carrying a large box. Hugo’s eyes lit up with delight as they set the boxes on the counter.

“Ah, the shipment I’ve been waiting for!” he exclaimed, his voice brimming with excitement. “Evi, you’ve come at the perfect time. I’ve been expanding my collection of rare and antique books.”

Hugo wasted no time opening one of the boxes, his hands surprisingly nimble as he pulled back the packing paper. Evi leaned closer, her curiosity piqued as he began pulling out books bound in faded leather and cloth, their spines adorned with gold lettering.

“Look at this,” Hugo said, holding up a particularly worn volume. “An 1847 edition of Tennyson’s poems. Exquisite, isn’t it?”

“It’s beautiful,” Evi agreed, running a finger lightly along the spine.

Hugo continued unpacking, pausing briefly as he pulled out a small, weathered book with an embossed green cover. “Ah, I remember this one—I had a copy of it a few months ago. Sold it to Mabel, actually.”

Evi’s pulse quickened. “What kind of book is it?”

“An herbology guide,” Hugo said absentmindedly, turning it over in his hands. “Very old, but quite comprehensive. Plants, their uses, medicinal properties, that sort of thing. I have another copy now, though—much better condition.”

He set it aside and turned back to the box, pulling out another treasure with a delighted murmur. Evi’s thoughts, however, were spinning. Mabel had purchased a book on herbology months before Lizzie’s death. A book that might have detailed the properties of monkshood.

“Would you mind if I bought this copy?” Evi asked, her voice as casual as she could manage. “I’ve been thinking about incorporating more plant lore into my soaps and lotions. Something like this would be perfect.”

Hugo looked up, surprised but pleased. “Of course! I’ll give you the ‘friendly neighbor’ discount.”

[image: image-placeholder]


Evi left Beans & Books with the herbology guide tucked safely in her bag, her mind racing as she made her way back to Silver Sage Naturals. She didn’t even pause to remove her coat before dropping the book on the counter and flipping it open. The pages were thick and yellowed with age, the text written in small, precise script.

She thumbed through the sections quickly, skimming past entries on lavender, yarrow, and elderflower until her eyes landed on a name that made her stomach twist: Aconitum napellus.

Monkshood.

The entry was detailed, spanning several pages. It described the plant’s appearance, habitats, and, most chillingly, its effects. The text outlined how even a small amount of the plant could disrupt the heart’s rhythm, causing a sudden and often fatal cardiac arrest.

Evi’s hands shook as she closed the book. Mabel had access to this knowledge. She had owned this book for months. And Lizzie’s death, so precisely orchestrated, seemed far too coincidental.

As Spinx leaped onto the counter, rubbing against her arm, Evi whispered, “Mabel… what have you done?”


Chapter 28
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Evi sat on the stool behind the counter at Silver Sage Naturals, tapping her pen against the notebook in front of her. The morning sun streamed through the windows, illuminating the faint flecks of dust swirling in the air. Spinx lay sprawled across the counter, his yellow eyes lazily watching her as she talked.

“So,” Evi began, setting the pen down and looking at James, who hovered near the tincture shelves. “I went to Hugo’s shop yesterday. He got a shipment of old books, and one of them caught my attention. He mentioned that Mabel bought a copy months ago.”

James’ figure flickered slightly, his brows furrowing. “A book on herbology?”

“Exactly,” Evi said. She pulled the book from her bag and placed it on the counter. “This is the same book. He said it’s full of plant lore—uses, properties, everything. If Mabel had this for months, it means she had access to everything she’d need to know about monkshood.”

James crossed his arms, his form still as he considered this. “It doesn’t look good for her,” he admitted. “But you’ve said yourself Mabel isn’t the most skilled witch. What if she didn’t have the capability to execute something like this?”

Evi sighed, resting her chin in her hand. “That’s what keeps tripping me up. She’s got the knowledge, but does she have the ability?” She hesitated before adding, “I don’t know. I need more.”

James floated closer, his expression grave. “Be careful, Evi. Mabel’s a wild card. She loves attention, sure, but don’t underestimate her. And don’t trust her too easily.”

“I won’t,” Evi said softly. She glanced at the clock. “I’m going to pay her a visit. If she’s hiding something, I’ll figure it out.”
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The Witch’s Cauldron sat on the edge of Stoney Fork’s main square, its windows framed with dark trailing ivy. Inside, the shop was dimly lit and filled with the faint scent of incense. Shelves overflowed with jars of herbs, crystals, and spell kits, each labeled in Mabel’s bold handwriting.

Evi stepped inside, glancing around. Mabel was behind the counter, organizing a display of dried sage bundles. She looked up sharply when Evi entered, her eyes narrowing.

“Well, well,” Mabel said, setting the sage down. “This is a surprise. What brings you here, dear?”

Evi hesitated, then smiled, keeping her voice light. “I’ve been thinking about expanding my product line at Silver Sage. You know, incorporating more plant lore into soaps and lotions. And I thought, who better to ask than you?”

Mabel’s skeptical gaze softened, replaced by a pleased smile. “Well, isn’t that thoughtful of you? I suppose you finally realized there’s more to this business than dried lavender and chamomile.”

“Absolutely,” Evi said, stepping closer. “You’ve always been so knowledgeable, Mabel. I figured you might have some books or advice to share?”

Mabel preened at the compliment, her chest puffing slightly. “Of course I do. You’ve come to the right place.”

She walked around the counter and gestured for Evi to follow. Mabel led her to a small table near the back of the shop, where a stack of books sat beneath a stained-glass lamp. She plucked a green, weathered book from the pile and handed it to Evi.

“This one’s my favorite,” Mabel said. “It’s thorough, and the illustrations are lovely. I bought it months ago—it’s been invaluable.”

Evi took the book, her heart racing as she recognized the embossed cover. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll take good care of it.”

Mabel waved her hand dismissively. “Nonsense. I’m happy to lend it to you. Just ignore my scribbles in the margins—I can’t help myself. I always make notes.”

Evi nodded, slipping the book into her bag. “I appreciate it, Mabel. I’ll bring it back soon.”

“Take your time,” Mabel said with a gracious smile. “And if you need help to decipher anything, just let me know.”
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Evi left The Witch’s Cauldron feeling equal parts triumph and trepidation. She glanced down the street and spotted the office of Marcellus Simoneaux, its polished sign catching the sunlight. On a whim, she crossed the street and stepped inside.

Marcellus looked up from his desk as the door opened, a warm smile spreading across his face. “Evi! This is a nice surprise.”

“I was in the area,” Evi said, returning his smile. “Thought I’d drop by and say hi.”

They chatted for a few minutes, catching up on small-town gossip and the upcoming winter festival. Marcellus was his usual friendly self, his laugh filling the office as they joked about Stoney Fork’s fierce competition for best holiday decorations.

As the conversation lulled, Evi leaned forward slightly. “I heard you were thinking about buying the land near my house a while back.”

Marcellus hesitated, the easy smile slipping from his face. “Where’d you hear that?”

“Just around,” Evi said lightly. “I was curious.”

He sighed, leaning back in his chair. “I looked into it,” he admitted. “But the financing didn’t work out. It’s not something I like to dwell on.”

“Why not?” Evi asked, tilting her head.

Marcellus hesitated again, then shook his head. “It’s not important. Besides, it’s in the past now.” He smiled again, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Anything else you’re curious about?”

Evi let the subject drop, sensing he wouldn’t say more. She chatted with him for a few more minutes before leaving, her mind buzzing with questions.
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Back at the shop, Evi sat at the counter with Mabel’s book open in front of her. She flipped through the pages, her eyes skimming the loopy, flourish-filled notes Mabel had written in the margins. Most of the notes were harmless—observations about recipes or minor corrections to the text. Nothing pointed to anything more sinister than an upset stomach.

She turned to the section on monkshood, her breath catching as she examined the pages. They were pristine, free of Mabel’s characteristic handwriting. Evi frowned, frustration bubbling in her chest. Why would Mabel avoid making notes on one of the most dangerous plants in the book?

The answer came moments later, as the light above the counter flickered on, casting long shadows over the pages. Evi’s eyes narrowed as she noticed faint indentations on the paper, barely visible in the shifting light.

Her heart raced as she grabbed a pencil from the counter and gently rubbed it over the page. Slowly, the indentations revealed themselves, forming tight, square letters. The words sent a chill down her spine:

Methods of accidental ingestion or exposure:

Beneath the heading was a list of detailed instructions, each more chilling than the last. Evi stared at the writing, her stomach twisting.

She flipped to a previous page, then back. “It’s not Mabel’s handwriting,” she murmured. She pulled a paper from her desk—a copy of the documents she’d signed during the inheritance—and compared the script to Marcellus’ neat, slanted signature. They didn’t match.

James appeared beside her, his gaze fixed on the page. “It’s not Marcellus, either,” he said, his voice low. “I don’t recognize it.”

“Neither do I,” Evi said, her frustration mounting. She closed the book, her mind racing. “If it’s not Mabel, and it’s not Marcellus... then who?”


Chapter 29
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Evi stepped out of Silver Sage Naturals into the crisp morning air, pulling her coat tighter against the chill. The town square was alive with holiday cheer: garlands draped across storefronts, twinkling lights spiraling up lampposts, and the faint sound of carolers practicing in the church down the street. Each shop window displayed its own unique decorations, adding to the festive charm of Stoney Fork.

She paused in front of Top o’ the Muffin, admiring Tony’s display of gingerbread houses surrounded by tiny, frosting-dusted trees. The rich scent of baked goods wafted through the door as a customer stepped out, making her stomach rumble.

“Focus, Evi,” she muttered to herself, heading toward Marcellus’ office. But even as she walked, her mind churned. She’d run through her theories so many times she felt like she was chasing her tail. Could it have been someone in Mabel’s coven? Maybe the witch who’d so passionately defended her? Or was she missing something entirely?
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Marcellus looked up from his desk as Evi stepped into his office, his face brightening with a smile. “Evi! Twice in two days—this must be my lucky week.”

Evi returned the smile, sitting in the chair across from him. “I promise I’m not here to badger you about land deals again. Well... maybe just a little.”

Marcellus chuckled, but the humor didn’t quite reach his eyes. He leaned back in his chair, his expression growing serious. “You want to know what I planned to do with it, don’t you?”

Evi nodded, folding her hands in her lap. “If you’re comfortable telling me, yes.”

He hesitated, his gaze dropping to the desk. “It wasn’t just about the land. It was about Lizzie. She... she saved me when I was a kid, you know? I was heading down the wrong path, and she gave me a chance. A roof over my head, a future. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her.”

Evi’s throat tightened, but she stayed silent as he continued.

“I wanted to build a greenhouse for her,” Marcellus said softly. “A big one, where she could grow whatever she wanted. She used to talk about teaching people how to use plants for healing, and I thought... well, it was a way to give back to her.”

He paused, his voice thick with emotion. “And the rest of the land, I was going to turn into a home for kids who didn’t have one. Kids like I was. A place where they could learn, grow, have a real shot at life. It was all for her.”

Evi blinked back tears, her voice trembling as she spoke. “Marcellus, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s okay. I couldn’t make it happen, but it was a nice dream. I just hope she knew how much she meant to me.”

“She did,” Evi said firmly. “And she’d be so proud of you for even thinking of it.”

Marcellus managed a small smile, though his eyes glistened. “Thanks, Evi. That means a lot.”

She hesitated, then added, “I need to tell you something. I... I think Lizzie was murdered.”

Marcellus’ eyes widened, but he didn’t interrupt as Evi gave him a brief rundown of everything she’d discovered so far—Mabel’s book, the monkshood, the shadowy figure watching her. She kept her explanation vague, avoiding mention of the indentations in the book, but she laid out enough to make her suspicions clear.

When she finished, Marcellus leaned forward, his expression a mix of concern and admiration. “You’re just like her, you know. Always sleuthing around, putting pieces together. Lizzie would be proud of you. And so am I.”

Evi flushed, caught off guard by the warmth in his tone. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help, you let me know,” Marcellus said. “And if you decide to go to Joe Stone, I’ll back you up. But you’re right to wait until you’ve got more concrete proof. Joe’s a good man, but he’s not big on theories.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Evi said, standing to leave. “Thank you, Marcellus. For everything.”

“Anytime,” he said, his smile genuine.
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Evi’s next stop was Beans & Books, where Hugo’s finished A Christmas Carol display was finally on full display. The scene of Scrooge’s redemption practically glowed with holiday cheer, the tiny Victorian feast illuminated by flickering tea lights. A faint scent of cinnamon and pine wafted from the window, adding a sensory layer that made Evi smile.

Hugo appeared beside her, his face lighting up. “Evi! What do you think?”

“It’s stunning,” she said sincerely. “You’ve outdone yourself.”

“Well, I had to keep up with your Ghost of Christmas Past display,” Hugo said with a grin. “By the way, have you thought about adding music? I’ve got a record player you can borrow if you’d like.”

“That’s a great idea,” Evi said, making a mental note to find some traditional carols. “Thank you.”

They chatted for a few minutes about their displays before Hugo asked, “How’s that herbology book working out? Concocted any brilliant new recipes yet?”

“Not yet,” Evi said, laughing. “I’m still reading through it. Do you get a lot of people buying books like that?”

“Not too many,” Hugo admitted. “Most people who are into that sort of thing would go to Mabel—or Lizzie — back when she was alive. They were the veritable experts.”

“That makes sense,” Evi said, filing the information away. “If I ever need something specific, I’ll let you know.”

“Please do,” Hugo said warmly. “I’d be happy to help.”

Evi left the bookstore feeling reassured by Hugo’s kindness and more certain than ever that Marcellus wasn’t involved. But as she walked back to Silver Sage Naturals, her thoughts kept circling back to Mabel’s coven. Maybe the answer wasn’t in the obvious suspects—but somewhere in the shadows of those who surrounded them.


Chapter 30
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Evi sat cross-legged on the floor of Silver Sage Naturals, surrounded by piles of papers and notebooks she’d pulled from Lizzie’s roll-top desk. The rich smell of aged parchment mingled with the faint aroma of dried herbs that seemed to permeate every corner of the shop. Spinx lounged nearby, his yellow eyes lazily watching her sort through the stacks.

“Come on, Lizzie,” Evi muttered under her breath, flipping through yet another journal filled with recipes and notes about plants. “Give me something. Anything.”

She was beginning to lose hope when a single piece of paper slipped from the stack in her hands, drifting to the floor. Evi reached for it, and her blood froze the moment her fingers brushed it. She recognized it instantly.

The note.

It was the one she’d found what seemed like ages ago—the terse message from Hugo to Lizzie, urging her to sell the property to him. But now, as Evi stared at the blocky, straight-lined handwriting, realization dawned with chilling clarity.

Her hands shook as she scrambled to grab the herbology book from the counter. She flipped to the page on monkshood, where she’d uncovered the indentations, and held the two samples of handwriting side by side. They were the same.

“James!” she yelled, her voice trembling.

The air cooled as James appeared near the desk, his translucent figure flickering slightly. “What is it?”

She held the papers out to him, her voice tight. “Look at this. It’s the same handwriting. Hugo wrote the instructions about monkshood.”

James’ face darkened, his ghostly presence growing more solid as his concern deepened. “That bastard. I knew there was something off about him.”

“I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner,” Evi said, pacing the room. “He was right under my nose this whole time.”

She spun toward the door, her hands clenched into fists. “I’m going to confront him.”

“Absolutely not,” James said, his voice sharp. “That’s the worst thing you could do right now.”

Evi froze, glaring at him. “He killed Lizzie, James. He poisoned her and tried to cover it up. He’s probably been laughing at me this whole time.”

“And if you go storming over there, you’ll give him exactly what he wants: an opportunity to shut you up for good,” James said firmly. “You need to think this through.”

Evi’s anger simmered, but she sank into the chair behind the counter, her heart pounding. “So, what do I do?”

“We call the sheriff,” James said. “We lay out everything you’ve found and let him handle it.”

Evi hesitated. She’d been avoiding this step for weeks, unsure if she had enough evidence to convince Sheriff Joe Stone. But now, with the handwriting match, she felt the tide shifting. “Okay,” she said finally. “You’re right. I’ll—”

The bell above the shop door jingled, cutting her off. Evi turned toward the entrance, expecting to see a customer. Instead, her heart sank as Hugo stepped inside, his expression calm but his eyes too sharp, too calculating.

Evi’s gaze flicked to the street outside, where Hugo’s car sat parked. It was stuffed to the brim with belongings, as if he’d packed in a hurry. Warning bells rang in her head, and James appeared just behind her, his voice a frantic whisper.

“Be careful, Evi. Be ready to run.”
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Evi forced a smile, her voice steady despite the fear clawing at her throat. “Hugo! What a surprise. Here to see if I’ve made any last-minute improvements to my window display?”

“I’m afraid not, Miss Hutchison,” Hugo replied, his tone smooth and cold. He reached behind him, turning the lock on the shop door with a deliberate click. “I thought I’d veered you in another direction, but I should have known any blood of Lizzie’s might eventually suss out my involvement.”

Evi’s heart pounded as she backed up a step, trying to keep her voice light. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, I think you do,” Hugo said, advancing slowly. His gloved hand reached into his coat pocket, pulling out a small vial filled with a clear liquid. “This is a small, backwater town. Did you think I would not hear? You’ve been asking too many questions, poking your nose where it doesn’t belong. I can’t allow that.”

Evi’s breath hitched as Hugo produced a small pistol from his other pocket, his grip steady. “You see,” he continued, “I will have solved several problems tonight. Mabel won’t have any competition—though, as if that old phony could compete with anyone, especially a Hutchison witch. Simoneaux will get the money he’s been needing, and I’ll leave town scot-free, no one the wiser.”

His smile widened, sinister and smug. “Terrible thing about that Hutchison heart condition, isn’t it? So unsuspecting.”

Evi’s pulse thundered in her ears. “Why did you do it, Hugo? Was it just the land?”

Hugo tilted his head, his expression cold. “The land… yes. And Lizzie had something I wanted. Something valuable. But she wouldn’t share, wouldn’t sell. Stubborn to the end.”

Evi’s mind raced. The Cryptoarcanum.

“Run!” James shouted, his ghostly voice snapping her out of her trance. Hugo’s head jerked slightly, though he saw no one else in the room.

“You’re alone, aren’t you?” Hugo said, sneering. “No one here to save you.”

James, frantic with anger, lunged at a jar on a nearby shelf—and to his shock, it moved. The jar flew across the room, striking the floor near Hugo, who staggered in surprise.

“What the—”

James didn’t stop. With a growl of pure rage, he shoved a heavy display shelf, sending it toppling toward Hugo. The murderer stumbled back, stunned, as Evi seized her chance. She grabbed a heavy candle in a glass jar from the counter and swung it with all her strength.

The glass shattered against Hugo’s temple, and he crumpled to the floor.
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Evi stood over Hugo’s unconscious body, trembling as she fumbled for her phone. She dialed the number for the sheriff twice before her hands stopped shaking enough to press the correct numbers, her voice shaking as she explained what had happened.

Sheriff Joe Stone arrived within minutes, his expression grim as he surveyed the scene. Hugo, now awake but disoriented, glared at Evi with pure hatred as the sheriff handcuffed him.

“You’ll never prove it,” Hugo spat. “You’ll never—”

“Oh, but I will,” Evi said, her voice steady despite the fear still coursing through her veins. “I already have.”

As the sheriff led Hugo out, Evi turned to James, her legs threatening to give out. “You saved my life,” she whispered.

James looked at her, his expression soft but haunted. “I couldn’t let him hurt you. I… I've never been able to affect much more than a sheet of paper before." He shook his head.

Evi sank into the chair behind the counter, tears pricking her eyes. “Thank you, however you did it. He said Lizzie had something he wanted. Do you think it was... the book?”

James shook his head slowly. “I don’t know. But, if it was, it’s even more dangerous than we realized.”

Evi shivered, recalling the strange pull of the Cryptoarcanum, how it had practically compelled her to return it to its secret drawer in the shop. “What is it, James? What was Lizzie protecting?”

James didn’t answer, his gaze fixed on the darkened corner of the room where the desk sat, the book hidden inside.


Chapter 31
[image: image-placeholder]


Word traveled fast in Stoney Fork, as it always did in a town this small. And news as shocking as Hugo Bates being arrested for the murder of Lizzie Hutchison and the attempted murder of her great-niece spread faster than wildfire. By the next morning, Evi’s phone wouldn’t stop buzzing with texts and calls. Some were from friends like Annie, who immediately promised to come down and stay with her, but most were from people in town—neighbors she barely knew—asking if she was okay, offering their prayers, or promising to stop by with food.

It was overwhelming, to say the least.

Evi stayed upstairs in the small apartment above the shop for the next two days, barely venturing downstairs except to feed Spinx or grab coffee. The events of the attack replayed in her mind on a loop, each detail as vivid as the moment it happened. She barely slept, her thoughts darting between Hugo’s chilling confession and the mysterious pull of the Cryptoarcanum. Even now, safely tucked away in its hidden drawer in Lizzie’s desk, the book seemed to hum at the edges of her mind, as if calling out to her.

The sound of the bell over the shop door broke through her thoughts. Spinx perked up from his spot on the couch, and Evi forced herself to stand, smoothing her sweatshirt as she made her way downstairs.

She wasn’t surprised to see Marcellus stepping into the shop, but the sight of Freda Thomas, his no-nonsense assistant, trailing behind him with a covered dish in her hands caught her off guard.

“Evangeline,” Marcellus said warmly, his voice filling the room like a soothing balm. He looked as polished as ever, his tailored coat brushing against the doorframe as he stepped inside. “We thought it was about time we checked in on you.”

“He wanted to come right after it happened, but I convinced him you needed rest,” Freda added with a wry smile, setting the dish on the counter. “I’m glad you're alright, hon. I made my famous chicken casserole—it freezes well if you don’t want to eat it tonight.”

Evi smiled, her chest tightening at the kindness in Freda’s voice. “Thank you. Both of you.”

Marcellus crossed his arms, leaning against the counter as his gaze swept the shop. “How are you holding up?”

“Better than I was a few days ago,” Evi admitted. “But it’s... a lot.”

Marcellus nodded, his dark eyes soft with understanding. “I can’t imagine. But if anyone can handle it, it’s you.”

Evi flushed slightly, ducking her head. “Thanks, Marcellus.”

Freda clucked her tongue, stepping between them as if sensing the weight of their unspoken connection. “I told him not to come empty-handed, so he insisted on bringing you these.” She pulled a small bundle of legal pads from her bag, the kind Marcellus always seemed to have on hand. “For your notes or doodles or whipping up new recipes.”

Evi laughed, taking the pads with a grateful smile. “They’ll come in handy. Thank you, Freda.”

The three of them chatted for a while, the conversation warm and easy. Marcellus kept the tone light, throwing in a few dry jokes about Stoney Fork’s gossip mill and how he’d barely had time to handle work with all the questions people kept asking him about Hugo’s arrest.

As they prepared to leave, Marcellus lingered near the door, his expression growing serious. “Evi,” he said softly, “if you need anything—anything at all—you know where to find me.”

“I know,” Evi said, her voice steady. “Thank you.”

Marcellus hesitated for a moment, his gaze holding hers, before giving her a small smile and stepping outside. Freda shot Evi a knowing look as she followed him, and Evi couldn’t help but laugh softly to herself as the bell jingled behind them.
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“Evi!” Tony Young called as she appeared at the bottom of the stairs. He stood near the counter, holding a large white box tied with a red ribbon. “I figured you could use some sugar. Made you my famous apple crumble and a few muffins.”

Evi’s heart warmed at the sight of him. “Tony, you didn’t have to—”

“Don’t even try to argue,” he said, setting the box down. “You’ve been through enough. And I know Lizzie would’ve insisted on feeding you if she were here.”

Evi smiled, her throat tightening at the mention of Lizzie. “Thank you. Really.”

Tony waved a hand, brushing off her gratitude. “We all look out for each other here. Just let me know if you need anything else.”

As he headed out, Al strode in, her bright red braids swinging and a thermos tucked under her arm. “Hey, girl,” she said, her voice warm and familiar. “Figured you could use some company. And coffee.”

Evi chuckled despite herself. “You know me too well.”

Al set the thermos on the counter and leaned in conspiratorially. “And don’t think I’m leaving until I’ve seen this infamous Hugo display for myself. The man’s got nerve, I’ll give him that.”

The two women chatted for a while, Al’s easy humor lifting Evi’s spirits. When she left, Evi felt lighter, as if the weight of the past few days had eased, if only slightly.
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Later that afternoon, the bell rang again, and Evi looked up to see an unexpected figure step into the shop. Mabel Roan stood in the doorway, her usual dramatic caftan replaced by a simple cardigan and jeans. Her expression was uncharacteristically subdued.

“Mabel,” Evi said, surprised. “What brings you here?”

Mabel hesitated, her eyes darting around the shop before settling on Evi. “I heard what happened,” she mumbled. “And I... I wanted to check on you.”

Evi blinked. Of all the people in town, Mabel was the last person she expected to show up. “That’s... really kind of you.”

Mabel shifted awkwardly, as if unsure what to do with her hands. “I know we’ve had our differences. And I know I’ve come across as... difficult. But Lizzie was a good woman, and I’m sorry for what you’ve been through.”

The sincerity in her voice took Evi off guard. “Thank you,” she said, her tone genuine.

Mabel nodded, her usual bravado tempered by something quieter, almost vulnerable. “If you need anything, just let me know. I mean it.”

As she left, Evi couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to Mabel than she’d realized. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance for them to move past the tension and find some common ground.
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That evening, Sheriff Joe Stone stopped by, his presence filling the small shop with a sense of calm authority. He removed his hat as he stepped inside, his blue eyes scanning the room before landing on Evi.

“Just wanted to check in,” he said, his tone gentle. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m... managing,” Evi replied, gesturing for him to sit at the counter. “It’s been a lot to process.”

Joe nodded, his expression understanding. “I wanted to give you an update on the case. We’ve got more than enough evidence to charge Hugo with first-degree premeditated murder and attempted murder. Found a partial fingerprint on the greenhouse door and a muddy footprint that matches his shoes. Between that and his confession, it’s airtight.”

Evi let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Thank you, Joe. That’s a relief.”

“You might be called to testify,” Joe added. “But with the evidence we’ve got, I don’t think it’ll come to that.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” Evi said firmly.

Joe smiled faintly. “Lizzie would be proud of you, you know. You’re a lot like her.”

The words hit Evi squarely in the chest, filling her with both pride and sadness. “Thanks, Joe.”

As he stood to leave, he paused, his gaze steady. “And if you ever need anything—anything at all—you let me know.”

“I will,” Evi promised.
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That night, after Spinx had settled on the couch and the shop was quiet, Evi sat at Lizzie’s desk, staring at the roll-top and the secrets it held. Her mind kept returning to Hugo’s words, his cryptic confession about Lizzie having “something he wanted.”

Her eyes drifted to the hidden drawer, where the Cryptoarcanum sat in silence. She hadn’t touched it since the night Hugo attacked her, but she could feel its presence, almost like a pulse in the room.

“Lizzie,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “What were you protecting? And what does this book want from me?”

James appeared beside her, his expression pensive. “It’s not over, Evi. Whatever Hugo wanted, it’s tied to that book. And he may not be the only one.”

Evi shivered, the weight of his words settling over her like a heavy blanket. She reached out, running her fingers along the edge of the desk.

“I’ll figure it out,” she whispered. “For Lizzie. And for me.”

As the clock struck midnight, Evi felt a strange sense of peace settle over her, mingled with the faintest hint of anticipation. The mystery wasn’t over—not by a long shot. But for the first time in weeks, she felt ready to face whatever came next.


Chapter 32
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The morning of the winter festival dawned cold and clear, the streets of Stoney Fork alive with the hum of anticipation. Families strolled along the sidewalks, bundled in scarves and coats, pointing out their favorite window displays as they dropped votes into the locked box at the town square.

Evi stood behind the counter of Silver Sage Naturals, pouring a cup of tea as she watched people pause outside her window. The soft glow of her Ghost of Christmas Past display seemed to draw them in, their faces lighting up with admiration and murmurs of appreciation. Annie bustled behind her, organizing a basket of soaps and lotions to donate to the festival’s raffle.

“You’ve got this in the bag,” Annie said with a grin, glancing out at the small crowd gathered by the window.

Evi smiled, though her thoughts drifted elsewhere. The events of the past few weeks still weighed heavily on her. The revelation of Hugo’s guilt and the danger she’d narrowly escaped etched into her mind. But the warmth of the town’s support, and the presence of her oldest friend, softened the edges of her anxiety.

She glanced at the clock. “Almost time to close up and head to the square. Do you think—”

The sound of the bell over the door cut her off. Evi turned to see Marcellus stepping inside, his tall frame silhouetted by the fading sunlight. Behind him was a group of townsfolk, each holding a candle or a small bouquet of flowers. Evi’s breath caught as she spotted a large, wrapped package cradled in Marcellus’ arms.

“Marcellus?” she asked, her voice tinged with confusion.

He smiled gently, setting the package down on the sidewalk outside her window. “We thought it was time we honored Lizzie. Properly.”

Evi and Annie stepped outside, the cold air biting at their cheeks as the crowd formed a quiet semicircle around the shop. James, curious and alert, hovered just inside the shop, his ghostly figure faintly visible to only Evi as she stood by the door.

Marcellus unwrapped the package, revealing a stunning portrait of Lizzie. The painting captured her essence perfectly—her vibrant smile, the mischievous twinkle in her eyes, the quiet strength in her posture. Evi’s throat tightened as tears welled up in her eyes.

Marcellus stepped back and addressed the crowd, his deep voice steady but tinged with emotion. “Lizzie Hutchison wasn’t just a friend or a neighbor. She was a force of nature. She had this way of seeing the best in people, even when they couldn’t see it themselves. She changed lives—including mine.”

He paused, his gaze softening as he looked at Evi. “Lizzie built something special here, not just this shop, but a community of people who loved her. And now, her niece has stepped into her shoes, continuing that legacy in her own way. I think I speak for all of us when I say we’re proud of you, Evi.”

The crowd murmured in agreement, and Evi’s tears spilled over as she stepped closer to Marcellus, wrapping her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered.

One by one, the townsfolk stepped forward, placing candles and flowers at the base of the portrait. Each one offered Evi a kind word, a hug, or a squeeze of the hand before making their way to the square. By the time the last person had gone, the sidewalk in front of the shop was filled with light and color—a glowing tribute to Lizzie’s memory.

Marcellus placed a hand on Evi’s shoulder. “She would’ve loved this.”

Evi smiled through her tears. “She really would have.”
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As the sun dipped lower in the sky, Evi and Annie made their way to the town square, joining the rest of Stoney Fork for the festival. Twinkling lights strung across the square cast a warm glow over the crowd, and the air was filled with the scent of roasted chestnuts and mulled cider. Laughter and music echoed off the brick buildings, and children darted between the booths, their cheeks pink from the cold.

Sheriff Joe Stone stood at the center of the square, the locked box of votes perched on a table before him. The crowd gathered as he began tallying the votes, his weathered hands moving deftly through the slips of paper. Finally, he looked up, his blue eyes twinkling.

“And the winner of this year’s window decorating contest is...” He paused for dramatic effect. “Evangeline Hutchison of Silver Sage Naturals!”

The crowd erupted into applause, and Evi felt a wave of warmth wash over her as people turned to congratulate her. Al, who stood nearby, gave her an exaggerated pout before breaking into a grin. “You earned it, girl. But next year, it’s on.”

Evi laughed, her heart lighter than it had been in weeks. She glanced at Annie, who squeezed her hand. “Lizzie would be so proud,” Annie breathed.

Evi nodded, her gaze drifting to the twinkling lights overhead. “I hope so.”
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Later that night, after the festival had wound down and Annie decided to stay behind to enjoy the music and company a little longer, Evi returned to the shop. The space was quiet and still, the glow of Lizzie’s memorial outside casting soft shadows across the walls. Spinx curled up on the couch, his tail flicking lazily as Evi sat down at the roll-top desk.

For weeks, she’d avoided opening the Cryptoarcanum, unsure of what it might reveal. But tonight, she felt a pull she couldn’t ignore. Her fingers brushed the edge of the hidden drawer, and as it slid open, a faint warmth seemed to emanate from the book within.

She opened it carefully, her breath catching as the pages seemed to shimmer under the light. Beside the original clue that had led her to uncover Hugo’s guilt, a new line of script appeared, flowing and elegant:

“Thank you for uncovering my truth. L.”

Evi stared at the words, her heart pounding. “Lizzie?” she whispered.

James appeared beside her, his ghostly presence steady and calm. “It has to be. But how?”

Evi shook her head, her mind spinning. “I don’t know. But... it feels like her. Like she’s still here.”

James nodded, his gaze thoughtful. “Whatever this book is, Evi, it’s connected to her. And now, it’s connected to you.”

Evi closed the book gently, her fingers lingering on the cover. “I’ll figure it out,” she whispered. “Whatever it is, I’ll figure it out.”

As she sat back in her chair, the weight of the day settled over her, mingling with a strange sense of peace. Lizzie was gone, but her presence lingered—in the shop, in the town, and in the book that had been the catalyst for everything. Evi didn’t know what the future held, but for the first time in weeks, a calm washed over her.

She wasn’t just staying in Stoney Fork anymore—she was home.

* * *
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About Sadie Brent


Sadie is a cozy mystery writer who loves to keep her readers guessing. With her quirky sense of humor and unique writing style, she’s quickly become one of the most sought-after writers in the genre.

She was born and raised in the Appalachia Mountains, where she developed a love for reading and writing at an early age. She spent several years working and traveling the United States and exploring different places. It was during this time that she discovered her passion for cozy mysteries.

Sadie’s writing style is unique and engaging, with a focus on quirky characters and unexpected plot twists. Her books are perfect for anyone who loves a good mystery but also wants to be entertained along the way.

If you’re looking for a fun and engaging cozy mystery writer, look no further than Sadie Brent. Her books are available now on Amazon Kindle Unlimited and Amazon Vella.
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