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Chapter 1 - Welcome to Lake Bounty
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Agnes Zagat walked down Lake Bounty High Street, peering into the windows of her favorite shops. There were as many trees as stores that lined the street, moving with the wind off the lake. The breeze melted the autumn warmth. Agnes had dyed her hair green in the warmer part of Lake Bounty’s eternal autumn, and it was only now returning to the shades of her normal ash blonde, her ends still neon green. She skipped the art galleries that peppered the High Street, giving the town its reputation as an offbeat artist colony. It wasn’t that Agnes disliked art, but she had other interests calling her more passionately and more deeply. And Lake Bounty had so many art galleries! Her main destination was always the same: the Thinking Room bookstore. 

As Agnes walked and the sun began to set behind the hills that surrounded Lake Bounty, she watched the faerie lights sparkle under the streetlights, calling attention to the shop signs on the High Street. I don’t know if they really have anything to do with faeries, but I don’t know what else to call them, she wrote in her journal. She also knew that not everyone could see them. At the same time, once seen, nobody could unsee them. The walls between the magical and the mundane were thin in liminal Lake Bounty. The evidence was there for all who could see it. 

There were two kinds of people living in Lake Bounty. One was those who saw the magic and the mystery and accepted it as part of life on the shore of the big, mysterious lake. The other never saw it, but learned to accept the barely masked chaos the magic invariably left in its wake. The denizens of Lake Bounty tended to not be linear thinkers, and accepted it as the price of living in such a special community. 

Agnes had always seen magic since she was a baby. She saw the willow wisps gather above her bed when her mom read her bedtime stories. She had tried to tell her father what she saw, but he would only furrow his brow and tell her she had been reading too many books, and dreaming too many dreams. One of the reasons she liked visiting the Thinking Room so much was because the store reminded her you couldn’t read too many books. 

Living in Lake Bounty meant constantly seeing things move out of the corner of your eye, and not questioning what you may or may not have seen. Sometimes, those shapes had shadows, and sometimes, they were bathed in iridescent, sulfuric light. 

Citizens in lake Bounty talked to each other about strange and inexplicable events they had witnessed the way people in other places talked about the weather. An undefined yet still deep, radiant magic was in the air, the mountains, and most especially in the deep, azure lake that gave the town its name. In careful whispers, some stated that they thought even some buildings in town were magical. Agnes had never seen a magical building, but committed to seeing one, even meeting one, one day. If there was one building in all of Lake Bounty that could be magical, Agnes thought, it could be the home of the Cauldron—the only known but still mysterious coven in Lake Bounty. Agnes passed by the Cauldron and dreamt every time she walked home after visiting the Thinking Room. 

The Thinking Room had been a fixture of Lake Bounty almost since the town’s founding. It was the first bookstore in the art-gallery heavy town, and had remained prosperous until it mysteriously closed ten years ago. Seven years after the close, it reopened under a new, unknown order. Agnes had made friends with Jerome, the new owner of the store, shortly after the store had reopened. She visited the store twice a week without fail, and spent most of her time in the store’s constantly expanding metaphysical section. The Thinking Room was the only bookstore in Lake Bounty that sold the books she wanted to read. Agnes no longer had to order them, and Jerome was happy to consistently recommend new books for her. Although she was an adult, Agnes still lived at home and was subject to her parents’ rules. She was not a rebellious child by nature, except for her choice of reading material. Also, her father had always wanted her to do more sports, which she avoided any way she could. 
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Agnes saw the back in an hour, more or less, sign on the door, and pouted. She peered into the window, her face pressed to the glass, until she fled like her nose was part of the flat surface. She lost herself in trying to see deeper into the store when the door opened. Jerome poked his head out of the door and smiled at his young friend. "I know we’re closed, but you can come in if you want, Agnes. I don’t want to have to clean your face print on the display window.” 

Agnes stood and smiled. "Thanks! I promise I’ll be so quiet and silent, and you won’t even know I’m here while you do bookstore stuff."

"Yes, very important bookstore stuff." Jerome closed and locked the door behind her. Agnes grabbed a book from the metaphysical section shelf and sat cross-legged on the floor as she perused the pages. 

Jerome continued back into the bookstore office, where his partner, Elana, was waiting for him. The back room of the Thinking Room bookstore was not much larger than a utility closet. There was enough room for a desk on which Jerome did the store’s accounting, and a smaller table with a kettle for coffee and tea, the lifeblood of the store. Elana had joined him earlier this afternoon, and together, they almost over-crowded the tiny, tumbledown office. 

"I brought the few things I thought we’d need." She set a coffee mug decorated with the Lake Bounty city seal that she had borrowed from her office, where she worked as one of Lake Bounty’s two city attorneys. Around the mug, she laid a circle of stones she had gathered from Lake Bounty’s shoreline. Each stone was a similar shade of gray, and each reflected the office’s overhead light differently. She smiled up at Jerome. "We have so much to be thankful for, that I thought it was time we did a gratitude ritual. I know we will move into our new house soon, but I didn’t want to wait until then."

"I think that’s a beautiful idea, especially since we first met in this store shortly after I inherited it." 

"That’s so cute that you still think we met for the first time in this lifetime, Jerome." 

"I know, I know," Jerome responded. "It’s so much easier for you to remember since you can relive it. I only have vague dreams." 

"I have a feeling you will remember more over time. You just have to trust your feelings. Your heart will get you through it." She lit a candle and touched the flame to each of the stones, then placed the candle inside the mug. 

Agnes heard the word ritual rise from the store's backroom like smoke, and began to actively listen. She couldn’t help it, and put her book down to focus on any more words that escaped from the depth of the store. Elana and Jerome joined hands as they stood on either side of the little desk, the little candle flickering between. Elana began to sing. 

Powers that are

Was and become

Anchors to this lifetime

And Next

The flame of passion

Is a giver of thanks

A kiss in remembrance of gifts

"Your turn," she whispered to Jerome.

Jerome continued,

We came and we built

We met and we grew

Now we know what me must do

And together they intoned

Dances of fortune

Brought us here now

Give thanks to the earth

To Lake that gives birth

To the spirits and that guard

And teach their wisdom

Bright like the sun and moon

Thanks for the store

For the job

And for the gift

Of this incarnation.

They kissed each other over the candle and then blew kisses to each of the rocks. 

“Thank you, Lake Bounty!” they shouted and laughed.

Agnes' soft and insistent voice spoke behind them. 

"Thank Lake Bounty for what?" 

The couple turned and looked at her. Jerome said, "Elana, this is Agnes, the eager customer I mentioned. Agnes, this is my partner, Elana." 

"Oh! It really is nice to meet you, Elana. I love this store so much! I do; I do." 

"I wasn’t sure you were going to hear that, Agnes, but it’s ok. We were giving thanks to the lake, and other things for all the good things that have happened to us since we moved to Lake Bounty and found each other." 

"Yes, the lake, I get it. Are you witches, too? Do you know about the Cauldron?" Agnes asked. 

Elana spoke, "I suppose witches is as good a word as any. Everyone is magic, you know. What’s the Cauldron, Agnes? Aside from being a big, metal bowl." 

"It’s where all the witches in Lake Bounty live. I mean, I’ve never met them, but I know where their building is and I’ve heard a lot about them. I usually walk in front of it after I spend time here." 

Elana said, "If you meet any of them, please introduce us." 

"Oh yeah, definitely. I am sure I will meet them soon. Well, I better be going. It’s good to have more witches around."
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After their ritual, Elena and Jerome returned to the house. They had just bought the house, and were making final changes and updates where they could. Their realtor had said the house had been empty for several years, but even with that, the old house halfway between Lake Bounty High Street and the lake was well preserved. Its windows, walls, and roof were conduits from past to future. Its original kitchen was painted pink, and they were turning it into a more modern white. 

"Jerome, did you hear that?” Elana asked. 

"Hear what, Elana love?" 

"This." She took his hand in hers and led him a few feet to their kitchen wall. She held his hand and placed it against the still damp paint and held it as if they were feeling for a pulse. Jerome’s palm felt a throb from somewhere deep in the wall. Jerome was silent, concentrating on the sensation he felt more than he heard, but the sound of each thrum traveled through its pulse from the wall into his skin. 

"This should be creepy, maybe even weird, but it’s not," he said reverently. "It feels like it’s coming from the soul of the house. Houses don’t have souls, do they?" 

"I never thought about it, but I suppose they must. I think everything has a soul. Something that connects them to everything else. It’s just that they usually don’t make any noise."

"Or maybe it’s something else. Should we call someone to have a look at this for us?" 

As soon as Jerome said that, the pulse against his palm stopped. "It stopped. Maybe it’s just a weird fluke, Elana. This is Lake Bounty, after all. Things just happen."
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Elana and Jerome spent the next few weeks finishing painting and making minor repairs to their new house. In each successive visit, they neither heard nor felt the soul of the house again. They wondered if they had imagined it or only heard a playful bit of Lake Bounty magic. 

Two days before they were scheduled to move in, they visited their house, smiling ecstatically at each other with every step up the walkway, whose cement barely rose above the grass around it. When they opened the front door, the floor beneath them rippled and sounded a rumble that shimmered through the floor and up the walls. It felt like the floor rolled under them, and they both lost their balance. Jerome grabbed onto the wall and kept himself from tumbling to the floor. He threw his arm around Elana, and she grabbed his shirt. Together, they leaned against the pale, newly painted wall until they shimmied themselves back to standing on their feet. The house was silent once again. As they finished their renovations, they walked hand in hand through the house and admired their handiwork. 

Elana stepped through the front door. "I think everything is exactly right, Jerome. Everything looks just the way we want it to look, don’t you think?"

"Yes, I do. We may have a few finishing touches to make here and there, but I think our house looks beautiful. I loved it from the moment I saw it and love it even more with the little repairs and improvements we’ve given it. But I have to wonder with everything we heard coming out of its walls and floors, do we still want it? I am sure we can get out of it, if we need to." 

Elana traced her slender finger along the wall. "I think it’s ok, I mean yes, I still want us to live here. I know it’s strange to have a house wail and moan like we’ve heard ours wail and moan. It’s not any stranger than the lights and shadows that move through Lake Bounty. Not any stranger than the undefined figures we see moving in our peripheral vision. Still, I don’t get a bad feeling from it. I think we need to find out what it is."

"You have never been wrong about anything magically tinged before. Ok, we’ll do it. But, at the first sign of anything being dangerous or even a little amiss, I am taking us out of here and canceling our loan."

"I love it when you are chivalrous, Jerome. We’d always wonder if we didn’t invite the mystery in. We can embrace it, or we can run away from it. Mysteries never stop."
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​Chapter 2 - Even the Books Aren't Safe
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Jerome arrived at his bookstore, the Thinking Room, at five in the morning—three hours before his workday started. Sharp glass shards littered the sidewalk in front of the building. Each piece reflected the moon. Whatever had broken the front of the store cracked the heavy, bright green, wood store sign down its middle, making the wood curve into a bowl shape. This little store—Jerome’s only remaining link to his family—stood bruised and dented. The bookstore looked like a car had driven into it, but this was the work of hands, not machines.

Painful words were spray-painted in drippy, red paint on the sidewalk. 

Go back to hell.

No witchcraft.

All witches must die.

Keep Lake Bounty pure.

The words seared into him more painfully than his shattered windows and bent door. It had become his town in Jerome's five years in Lake Bounty. It was a town built by artists and writers who had thrown their arms open for him when Jerome opened his little bookstore. He had embraced it, and the town welcomed him. The Thinking Room was successful—more than it had been for his uncle, who left it for him—and Jerome gave as much back to the community as he could. He had met Elana here, and they had made their home here. It was as if the town had tossed his store back into the lake’s dregs and ultimately rejected him. No, vandalism and violence weren’t how life was lived in Lake Bounty. 

Jerome stepped through the broken entrance to his bookstore and turned on the lights. Several bookcases had been knocked over, toppling the entire metaphysical section in the center of the store. Its damage radiated outward toward the store’s bookcase-lined walls. The cash register had been pried open. Of course, there was no cash left in it to begin with, but the vandals had no way of knowing that. Books were scattered like fallen leaves across the floor. Where were the police? Jerome thought. They had called him in the middle of the night to alert him about the break-in into the store. They said they would meet him here, but he didn't see anyone or even a police car, never mind an actual police officer. Jerome could feel his stomach churning and knotting as he surveyed the damage across the store. He took a deep breath and focused on working through the knot in the center of his body to start cleaning the mess. "Who would attack a bookstore? What kind of person doesn’t love books?" he asked to himself. He hurriedly strolled around the periphery of his store as his mind wandered down endless avenues of inquiry. 

As soon as Jerome asked his rhetorical question in the early morning silence of his store, his reverie was interrupted by the scrape of tires on asphalt and the bright headlights from a car shining through the shattered store window. He heard a leaden thud behind him. He started to turn and was smacked across his shoulders and neck by something large and heavy. Jerome saw red and purple as he fell to the ground. He felt another heavy blow across his body and felt a crack of pain expand through him like a sharp wave. He curled into a ball and waited for what would happen next. Jerome felt frozen in time, waiting for the next blow he had convinced himself was coming, but it never arrived. After that short eternity, he lifted his head to face his assailant. His aching, screaming back pressed against the sharp end of a tipped-over metaphysical section bookshelf. It was impossible for him to see more than the outline and a shadow of the tall man holding a club, standing over him. Before Jerome could register anything else, the tall shadow started growling out words so fast and angry that Jerome could barely keep up with them. "Magic is evil, and I’ve had enough of you and your store corrupting my town!" He raised his club, and Jerome instinctively raised his arm to block it, not even thinking about anything but hoping his arm was enough to protect his head.

Before he could strike, a radio speaker crackled in the void beyond the blinding headlight, and a distorted voice announced something that Jerome couldn’t process: the static noise added to the moment's violence. 

Fortunately, the static crackle and the voice from inside the car stopped the man mid-attack. His arm lowered, and he leaped back into the darkness and static. He could hear the shadow speak, but couldn’t grasp the words. The blinding searchlight went dark. Jerome’s eyes adjusted to see the shadow standing next to a large van, just enough light from street lamps. The car’s violently bright headlights revealed its black and white markings. It’s a police car; it has to be, but how? Jerome wondered. 

The police officer—it must have been a police officer; who else would have that car with a light, with that sound—moved into their car, turned around, and...sped away? Jerome didn’t know who had hit him, but had a chill suspicion. As Jerome struggled to stand using the fallen bookcase as support, another police car pulled up in front of the store. His body tensed as another shadow figure emerged from the vehicle, this time carrying a flashlight that further blinded him and compounded his cluster of a headache. Jerome’s body tensed, and he braced himself for the next attack. He was ready to jump behind the toppled bookcase if need be. 

The new officer spoke, "Officer Henson, Lake Bounty police. Are you ok in there?"

Jerome sighed in relief that it was a different man, but was still apprehensive. Are you here to help me? Can I trust you, even though someone in your uniform attacked me? he thought. Jerome would have to worry about that later. For now, Officer Henson cataloged damage to the store, asked questions, and took notes and photographs.

"Do you know who could have done this?” Jerome asked. “I don’t think I’ve heard of a hate crime like this ever happening in Lake Bounty." It was the only question he could think of at the moment.

Henson’s reply was almost too fast. "I’m sure this was just kids pulling a prank that went off the rails. We’ll figure it out, so you don’t have to worry about it. I have an ambulance on its way to tend to your cuts. They don’t look serious, but I’m not a doctor and want to be sure." 

Officer Henson’s words did nothing to ease the knot in Jerome’s stomach. 

After an hour or so, the sun began to rise, the same as it had every day for four and a half billion years.

Jerome made coffee and paced the floor for the next few hours, righting bookcases, and re-shelving fallen books. His progress was slow as he paused to inspect every cover on every fallen book, as if examining a prized crop for imperfections. As the clock reached eight, Jerome made calls and arranged to have contractors repair his windows and doors. By the end of the day, the Thinking Room would be mended. 

Jerome tried to focus on his store’s repair, but it was challenging. Jerome texted Elana and told her he had missed her five or six times. She commiserated with him every time. 
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The Thinking Room re-opened the next day. Most customers seemed unaware of the previous day's events—the few who did know were supportive in a genial but non-committal way. 

Agnes Zagat marched into the store and leaned on the counter like she had choreographed her entire approach. Her green-streaked, ash-blonde hair tumbled down her back in a jagged cut, and her bright blue eyes beamed out of her round face. Her short body stretched to reach the counter as she rested on it. Jerome approached his side of the counter, and before Jerome could say anything, Agnes started chattering. 

"Hi, I heard about what happened the other night. I think that super sucks. I'm so sorry. Do you know who did it? Do they, I mean the police, know who did it? I can help, you know. I like magic, and I think magic is good. I can do magic, but don’t tell anybody. Especially not my parents, ok." She spoke her words in rapid fire with an intensity that matched her gaze. Jerome answered her questions and told her he didn’t know anything. 

"Ok," she said. "And what about using magic to find out?"

"What do you have in mind, Agnes?" 

Agnes moved her face closer to Jerome’s, as if sharing a secret. Her voice was a little quieter, but just as urgent. "Let’s just say I can do things and see things. I can do a ritual that will reveal who did it. We could meet here at midnight and see what we uncover. What do you think?"

Agnes drummed her fingers on the storefront counter, so Jerome had to think fast to give her an answer. "I think the police can look into this scientifically," he said.

"Science is great, but science takes time. If we start at midnight, we will have an answer before twelve-thirty. What do you think?" They looked at each other, their eyes sharing a secret conversation.

"Yes, Okay, I think this is right." Jerome continued, “I will meet you here just before midnight. It will be good not to wait days or weeks to determine who did this. I am excited to see your magic in action."

"Ok, I will see you here at eleven forty-five. This will be fun." She bounded out of the store and onto the street. Jerome texted Elana to tell her about the impending ritual with their incessant and earnest magical friend. After the store closed, Jerome ate his dinner and read for a little, which he never got to do on the job. That’s the tragedy of owning a bookstore. He did his best not to consider what Agnes’ mystery ritual might involve. He had learned from Elana that living with magic in your life meant living with mystery. Eleven forty-five arrived, but Agnes did not. It was one thirty in the morning when Jerome gave up waiting. As he headed home, Jerome was determined to look for the missing Agnes the next day.
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Jerome went to the Big Fresh grocery store the next day to find Agnes. He didn’t want to be creepy but wanted to ensure Agnes was okay. Things were growing more weird and potentially dangerous in Lake Bounty, and Jerome didn’t want to add to the perception of that high weirdness—even if he was happily odd. 

Jerome walked the aisles of the store but didn’t see her. As Jerome paced and prowled, he made up a story about why he wanted to see her, which didn’t involve hate crimes and magic. He finally found who he assumed was the manager from the title tag on his shirt—his title was right under his name, Stephen—and asked him about Agnes. "I talked to her the other day about how to tell if an orange was ripe, and she was so helpful that I thought I would ask her another produce question.” 

Stephen was tall and thin, with a mop of sandy hair that fell over his part in an untidy wave. He looked neither old nor young, just beleaguered. "That’s great," Stephen, the manager, said, "but she’s not here. She didn’t show up at all today. Didn’t call in or anything. It’s not like her." 

"I see; that’s too bad. Um, thanks for letting me know."

"No problem, and if you see her, tell her to get to work," he said with a painted smile. 

Jerome was doubly worried. 

Jerome had no proof that anything had happened to her, but the fact that she was missing from work and had missed their meeting last night had his stomach twisting and anxious, more anxious than the near demolition of his store. Jerome walked home from the Big Fresh grocery store. Instead of feeding the anxiety knot in his stomach, he thought about his first dance with Elana which always calmed him.
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​Chapter 3 - How Does It Feel To Come Home
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Elana and Jerome walked through their front door and breathed deeply together. Each of their footsteps through their new house took them deeper into pure recognition. The air in their new home was alive and fresh. As they moved from room to room, their eyes stayed wide open; their gaze followed every wall and doorway like they were reading a map to somewhere they had already visited. They pointed out windows, the fireplace, and the kitchen island to each other. Their smiles grew more excited with each domestic discovery. Elana traced her fingers across the smooth, pale blue kitchen counter tiles. She cooed as she entered the walk-in closet. Jerome studied the woodwork, and they hugged each other as they looked out their expansive living room window and saw Lake Bounty in the distance—a cascade of trees cascading from their blue house to the water’s lapping edge.

A river ran beneath their house, winding through the caves that honeycombed under the hills surrounding the lake. Their sky-blue house dangled its foundation into deep water, tunneling its root beneath the water-earth. Water lapped at the foundation but never eroded nor took away from the house. The house fed the surrounding water, and the water nurtured the house. They fed each other without effort or reflection. House and water combined to teach their lessons, and their lessons were there for anyone who wanted them.

The couple wandered from room to room, gazing and feeling. Elana spoke as if she had lived in the house for her entire life. "This is us, and it is ours, and I feel it is calling us deeper, as if our little sky-blue house had a secret that it had been waiting decades to tell only us. It doesn’t matter what that secret might be; I know it is ours. Sure, it’s a little rundown on the inside, but that makes it more charming and lovable. Don’t you agree?"

Elana and Jerome moved from room to room, and once inside each room, they stopped, stood, and listened. They looked at each other and took turns lowering their heads to study the gentle humming sound that followed them as they moved through the house. The more they traveled through their home, the more present the low hum became. It surrounded them and moved with them. It met their feet through the floor and lower walls and pulsed in time with each step the couple made. They forgot about studying the rest of the house and knelt on the floor in the hallway leading directly into their large living room. 

"Do you hear that? It’s melodic, sweetly haunting, isn’t it?" Jerome asked Elana as they tried to identify the sound of their new house.

"Yes, it’s like a song you hear once and forget, but you don’t forget it. You only think you did."

The couple continued to move through the house, touching every part of it and caressing every wall, counter, and window. Elana began humming along with the house. As she hummed, she noticed the music’s timbre change, like its notes were lilting up from the floors toward her. She felt like she could catch them with her feet.

Jerome heard her humming and joined in, his voice octaves lower and occasionally warbling off-key. As soon as he added his hum to their duet, the buzz in the room split into three separate frequencies. One matched Elana’s voice; one reached Jerome, warbling included, and the third combined their voices and sounded like something else: a third voice in harmony. "That weird, beautiful hum is mixing with our voices. We are a chorus," Elana said. Every exploration of their new house was coupled with a parallel exploration of the hum that surrounded and called to them. 
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Jerome placed a chair in the living room facing the plate window that overlooked the woods sloping down to the calm, blue lake. He noticed the hum dim to just above a whisper. His brow furrowed as he stepped back and considered how he had arranged the living room. He shook his head and moved the chair just next to the window. The house’s hum increased to its regular volume as soon as he did that. As if dancing with the furniture, he moved it back to its original position. As he expected, the buzz quieted again. His eyes darted around the room, and he took a playful dance step with the chair and placed it by the doorway. There was no change in the humming sound. He moved the chair back to its home next to the window, and the hum instantly resumed its healthy volume. From there, he moved into the kitchen and moved their little wooden nook table so it rested against the oven door. Again, the hum slowed until it was on the edge of silence. When he returned the table to its spot on the corner, the drone returned. "Elana, I know why the house is humming," he called out as he sprinted to her in the bedroom. "Because they like us," she said, folding their clothes into their new white, highboy dresser.

"No, they are trying to guide us and help us. They want harmony. Watch." Jerome pushed their bed to the right of where they had placed it so Elana could hear the house hum change like he had heard it change in the living room. He moved it back, and the hum resumed.

Jerome took Elana’s hand and walked toward the living room. As they passed freshly hung art on the walls, Jerome stopped, took the middle painting from the series of three, and carried it into the living room. In the living room, Jerome stopped before a pair of larger images, took one off its hook, and hung the more miniature paintings removed from their hallway. Again, the house’s hum went away. "I’m convinced that our house is trying to communicate with us and give us advice. It’s weird, exciting, and scary at the same time."

The hum grew louder, echoing Jerome’s words.

"I wonder why this house was vacant for so long. It’s such a beautiful little house. Maybe potential buyers heard the hum and got scared? Other people might think it was haunted. Are we the only people ever to hear it? We must pay attention, listen, and see what else our beautiful new house can tell us."

The house interrupted their regular hum, stretching its simple and calm bop into deep, elongated, sonic pulses. They listened intently, looking for patterns, and smiling at each other like children discovering a tide pool for the first time. The more they heard, the more they became absorbed and started nodding to the sound, intently listening to the house’s humming conversation. The hum added a chime to its broadcast when Elana giggled in comprehension. When Jerome tapped his feet in the same rhythm, it sped up. "I think we must try to talk back somehow, Jerome love."

"Aren’t we already doing that? We talk to it by moving furniture, hanging pictures, or listening to the house’s changing hum."

"You’re right. But I don’t think that will work if we ask for another cup of tea. Also, I think our house is teaching us its language."

Elana giggled, then spoke, "It’s the secret language of houses. Do other houses speak?"

"We
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