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      Thursday afternoons at The Moonlit Charm had developed a pleasant rhythm over the past few months. The morning customers would taper off around noon—tourists buying crystals and incense, locals picking up herbs and candles. By two o’clock, the shop was usually quiet enough that I could flip the sign to “Back at 3” and head down to Jo Winters’ cottage for tea. We’d sit on her weathered deck overlooking the tidepools, discussing everything from potion techniques to the latest town gossip, while my cat, Suki, explored the rocky shore and Jo’s orange tabby, Marlowe, pretended not to be interested in chasing her.

      Today, something felt wrong before I even left the shop.

      I glanced at the clock above my register for the third time in ten minutes. Two fifteen. Time to go. By now, Jo would have called to let me know the kettle was on and she was waiting, but she hadn’t. In the four months since I’d started these weekly visits, she’d always call.

      “Maybe she got caught up with something,” I told Suki, who sat on the counter washing her chocolate-point face with meticulous attention. She paused mid-lick and fixed me with those knowing blue eyes. The look clearly said I was making excuses.

      I tried Jo’s cell phone. It rang four times before going to voicemail. “Hey, it’s Ellie. Just checking if we’re still on for tea today. Call me back.”

      The shop was quiet. Thursdays usually were, that lull between the weekend tourists and the Friday regulars who stopped by after work. A middle-aged couple browsed the crystal display before leaving the shop, and Lindsay had texted that she’d swing by later for more lavender. Nothing that couldn’t wait.

      I looked down at Suki. “Want to take a drive?”

      She hopped into the canvas messenger bag I kept behind the counter, settling herself with the air of a cat who’d been planning this all along.

      Jo’s cottage was only a ten-minute drive along the coastal road, tucked into a sheltered cove where the cliffs gave way to a stretch of beach dotted with tidepools. I’d driven this route so many times now that my hands knew when to turn the wheel without thinking.

      The October sky was that particular shade of grey that meant the marine layer hadn’t quite burned off. It would probably clear by evening, leaving one of those spectacular sunsets that made tourists pull over and clog the scenic viewpoints. The ocean looked calm, waves rolling in with gentle persistence against the shore.

      As I pulled into Jo’s gravel driveway, everything appeared normal. Her blue pickup truck sat in its usual spot. The cottage itself, a weathered structure that had been standing here since the 1940s, looked exactly as it always did—sturdy, salt-worn, perfectly at home against the backdrop of sea and sky.

      I got out of the car, tucking a strand of dark hair behind my ear. At twenty-seven, I still felt like I was playing dress-up sometimes—the serious shop owner in her practical jeans and Henley, my grandmother’s jade pendant the only hint of the magic I carried. Jo never seemed to question herself. She had that easy confidence that came with age and experience, her silver hair always in a neat bun, her presence as solid as the cottage itself.

      But something felt off.

      Suki emerged from the bag to trot ahead of me up the wooden steps. The front door was closed, and the curtains were drawn. No smoke from the chimney, though Jo usually had a fire going this time of year.

      “Jo?” I called, knocking on the door. “It’s Ellie.”

      No answer. No sound of Marlowe’s distinctive yowl, either. That cat always announced visitors with the enthusiasm of a town crier.

      I tried the handle. Unlocked, which wasn’t unusual. This far from town, Jo rarely bothered with locks during the day.

      “Jo? I’m coming in.”

      The cottage interior was dim, curtains filtering the afternoon light into a soft grey glow. Everything looked undisturbed. Jo’s reading glasses sat on the side table next to her favorite chair. A book lay open, pages down, as if she’d just stepped away. The kitchen was tidy, a clean mug sitting upside down in the dish rack.

      Suki padded through the living room, her tail high, whiskers forward in full investigation mode. She paused at the back door, the one that led to Jo’s deck, and made a small sound in her throat.

      I followed her and opened the door.

      The deck stretched out over the rocks, weathered boards silvered by salt and sun. Jo’s two Adirondack chairs sat empty, a small table between them. And there, spread across the table’s surface, was Jo’s sea glass collection.

      I’d seen this collection dozens of times. Jo kept the pieces in a large glass bowl, each one smooth and frosted by years in the ocean—greens and blues and ambers and the occasional rare red. She’d collected them over decades, and each piece held memories, stories, small bits of magic absorbed from the tides.

      But now the bowl sat empty on the deck rail, and the sea glass pieces were arranged on the table in a deliberate pattern. Not random, not scattered—arranged.

      Suki jumped onto one of the chairs, carefully avoiding the glass pieces, and stared at the pattern as if it might explain itself.

      I stepped closer, studying the arrangement. The pieces formed a spiral, starting with the darkest blues in the center and radiating outward through greens to the amber and clear pieces at the edges. Every few inches, a piece had been placed perpendicular to the spiral’s flow, like markers or punctuation in a sentence I couldn’t read.

      “What were you trying to tell someone, Jo?” I murmured.

      A gust of wind swept across the deck, carrying the salt spray scent of the tidepools below. I looked out over the railing at the pools Jo tended so carefully. They dotted the rocky shore like small worlds, each one teeming with anemones, sea stars, tiny fish, and plants that existed in peace.

      That’s when I noticed the second wrong thing.

      The tidepools weren’t shimmering.

      I’d never thought about it consciously before, but Jo’s tidepools always had a subtle shimmer to them. It was part of her magic, her connection to the sea. The shimmer meant the pools were healthy, protected, alive with more than just biological processes.

      Now they looked like ordinary tidepools. Beautiful, yes, but ordinary.
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      Suki paced along the deck railing, her tail switching back and forth with sharp, agitated movements. She’d jump down to the deck boards, circle the table with the sea glass, then leap back up to the railing to stare out at the tidepools. I’d never seen her this worked up, not even when Mayor Harper’s tabby had started floating after my accidental enchantment.

      “I know, girl,” I murmured. “Something’s wrong.”

      She made a low sound in her throat, not quite a meow, more like a complaint. Her blue eyes fixed on me with an intensity that said I was missing something obvious.

      I pulled out my phone and took several photos of the sea glass pattern from different angles. Maybe Marisol would recognize something in it. She had that encyclopedic knowledge of symbols and old family traditions. Or maybe I could show it to Daniel. He’d spent his childhood here before leaving for veterinary school. He might remember if Jo had ever used sea glass to communicate before.

      Daniel. Over the past few months, our friendship had developed into something I couldn’t quite name. He’d stop by The Moonlit Charm to pick up calming sachets or protective charms for his more anxious patients, and we’d end up talking for an hour. He’d mentioned getting dinner sometime, but we hadn’t made concrete plans yet.

      Suki jumped from the railing with more force than necessary, landing with a thump that made me look up from my phone. She stood at the edge of the deck, staring down at the rocks below, her whole body tense.

      “What is it?”

      She turned her head to look at me, then back at the tidepools. The message was clear: Come look at this.

      I tucked my phone into my pocket and followed her down the wooden stairs that led from the deck to the rocky shore. The steps were worn smooth by decades of salt air and Jo’s daily trips to tend her tidepools. I had to watch my footing on the slick stones as I made my way closer to the water’s edge.

      The tidepools stretched out before me, some small enough to step over, others large enough to wade in. During our weekly teas, Jo had explained how she’d spent years cultivating these pools, encouraging certain species to thrive, creating a delicate balance between the magical and the natural. Sea anemones waved their tentacles in the current. Hermit crabs scuttled across the rocks. Purple and orange sea stars clung to the stones.

      All normal. All ordinary. All lacking that subtle shimmer I’d come to expect.

      Suki picked her way across the rocks with the sure-footed grace of a cat who knew exactly where she was going. She led me to one of the larger pools near the water’s edge, where the incoming tide sent gentle waves sloshing over the rim.

      That’s when I saw it.

      A seal pup lay half in, half out of the water, its grey-brown body wedged between two rocks. It was young, maybe a few weeks old, with enormous dark eyes that watched our approach without fear or curiosity. Just a dull, exhausted stare.

      “Oh no.” I crouched beside the pool, careful not to get too close too fast. “Hey there, little one.”

      The pup didn’t move. Its breathing was shallow, sides barely rising and falling. One of its flippers twitched, but otherwise it remained still.

      This wasn’t normal behavior. Even young seal pups had survival instincts. They fled from humans or barked for their mothers. This one just lay there, as if it had given up.

      I reached out slowly, letting my hand hover near the pup without touching. I could feel its life force, weak and flickering. Whatever was wrong, it wasn’t just physical exhaustion.

      Suki sat beside me, her tail wrapped around her paws, watching the seal pup with solemn eyes.

      “I need to call Daniel,” I said, pulling out my phone.

      He answered on the second ring. “Ellie, hey. What’s up?”

      “I’m at Jo’s cottage. She’s not here. Suki and I found a sick seal pup in the tidepools. It’s really not doing well.”

      There was a pause, then his voice shifted into professional mode. “How sick are we talking?”

      “Lethargic, barely responsive. It’s just lying between the rocks, not trying to get away or call for its mother.”

      “That’s not good. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Don’t try to move it, okay? And keep your cat back in case it suddenly decides to bite.”

      I glanced at Suki, who looked personally offended by the suggestion she needed to be kept back. “We’ll be careful.”

      “Wait, did you say Jo’s not there?” Daniel’s voice held a note of concern. “Is everything okay?”

      “I don’t know. Her truck’s here, but she’s not answering her phone, and her cat Marlowe’s not here either. I’m worried.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      After he hung up, I sat back on my heels and looked at the seal pup more carefully. Its body was in good condition, with no visible injuries or signs of illness. But something was definitely wrong. I’d seen healthy seal pups playing in the waves during my morning walks along the beach. They were energetic, curious, and full of life.

      This one looked like it had lost something vital.

      I thought about trying my plant magic, reaching out to the kelp and seaweed that grew in the tidepool, asking them what they’d witnessed. Plants held memories, especially in places like this where they’d been tended by someone with Jo’s skills.

      I placed my hand on a cluster of kelp near the seal pup, closed my eyes, and focused. Usually, the connection came easily. I’d feel the plant’s energy, sense its growth patterns, and pick up impressions of what it had experienced.

      This time, nothing happened.

      I tried again, pressing my palm more firmly against the slippery kelp. “Come on,” I whispered. “Talk to me. What happened here?”

      Still nothing. It was like trying to hear through thick glass. I could sense the kelp was there, alive, growing, but I couldn’t connect with it the way I normally did. The magical pathways that usually opened so easily remained closed.

      My grandmother’s jade pendant warmed on my skin, a sign it was trying to amplify my magic, but even that didn’t help. The connection just wouldn’t form.

      “This isn’t right,” I muttered.

      Suki meowed in agreement, then turned her attention back to the seal pup. She moved closer, sniffing delicately at its flipper, then settled herself on a large nearby rock as if standing guard.

      I stood and looked around the tidepools again. Without their shimmer, without the magical protection Jo had maintained for years, they seemed vulnerable. Exposed. Like something precious had been stripped away, leaving only the shell behind.

      What could cause this? Jo’s magic was strong, practiced, deeply rooted in this place. It wouldn’t just disappear without reason.

      Unless she’d been forced to stop maintaining it.

      Unless something had happened to her.

      The sound of tires on gravel pulled me from my thoughts. I scrambled back across the rocks and up the stairs to the deck just as Daniel’s truck pulled into the driveway beside my car.

      He got out carrying a canvas bag, his dark hair slightly mussed from the wind. He wore jeans and a grey long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves pushed up, his work clothes casual but professional. When he saw me, his expression shifted from professional concern to something warmer.

      “Hey,” he said. “Show me what you found.”

      I led him back down to the tidepools, pointing out the seal pup. He knelt beside it immediately, setting down his bag and pulling out a stethoscope.

      “Has it moved at all since you found it?” he asked, gently examining the pup.

      “Just one flipper twitch. Otherwise, nothing.”

      He listened to its heart and breathing, then carefully checked its eyes and mouth. His hands moved with practiced efficiency, but I noticed the way his brow furrowed deeper with each examination.

      “Physically, it seems okay,” he said after a few minutes. “No injuries, no obvious signs of disease or malnutrition. But its vital signs are weak. Really weak.” He sat back, staring at the pup with a puzzled expression. “It’s like it’s just… giving up.”

      “That’s what I thought too.”

      He looked up at me, and I saw something flicker in his eyes. A shadow of the same unease I’d been feeling since I arrived at Jo’s cottage.

      “This is the fifth call I’ve had this week about marine animals behaving strangely,” he said quietly. “Two beached dolphins that had no reason to strand themselves. A sea otter that kept swimming in circles in the harbor until it collapsed from exhaustion. A whole school of fish that washed up on shore, all alive but just… stopped moving.”

      “All in Moon’s Landing?”

      “Within a ten-mile radius.” He turned his attention back to the seal pup, running a hand gently along its side. “I’ve been trying to find a common factor. Pollution, harmful algae bloom, water temperature changes. But nothing’s showing up in any of the tests.”

      I thought about the tidepools, about the missing shimmer, about Jo’s sea glass arranged in that strange spiral pattern.

      “Daniel, I need to show you something.”

      We carefully moved the seal pup into a travel crate Daniel had brought, nestling it on soft towels with a hot water bottle to keep it warm. It didn’t resist, which was perhaps the most worrying sign of all. He said he’d take it back to his clinic and monitor it, though he admitted he didn’t know what treatment to try.

      Back on the deck, I showed him the sea glass arrangement. He studied it for a long moment, walking around the table to see it from different angles.

      “It’s deliberate,” he said finally. “Definitely a pattern, not random.”

      “But what does it mean?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. But Jo wouldn’t have done this without reason.” He looked at me, his grey-green eyes serious. “You really think something happened to her?”

      “Her truck is here. Her phone goes to voicemail. The cottage looks like she just stepped out for a minute, but she’s nowhere around. But Marlowe is missing… and the tidepools…” I gestured toward the shore. “They’re different. Wrong, somehow.”

      Daniel was quiet for a moment, then said, “I noticed that too. When I was down there with the seal pup. Something feels off about this whole place.”

      “You sense it, too?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his hair, looking uncomfortable. “You know I’m not as tuned into the magical side of things as you are. But with animals, I can usually pick up on their emotions, their pain. Being down there with that seal pup, it wasn’t just feeling the pup’s distress. It was like the whole environment was…” He paused, searching for words. “Grieving, maybe? Like something important had been taken away.”

      That was exactly what I’d been feeling, but I hadn’t known how to articulate it. Daniel had put words to the sensation that had been nagging at me since I arrived.

      “We should call the sheriff,” Daniel said. “Make this official. Jo’s been gone for at least a day, maybe longer. And with everything else that’s happening…”

      “You think it’s connected? The animals and Jo’s disappearance?”

      “I think it’s worth investigating.” He looked at me steadily. “Don’t you?”

      I did. Every instinct I had was screaming that these things were connected, that Jo’s absence and the strange behavior of the marine life were part of the same problem. But making it official, calling Sheriff Lomack, meant admitting that something serious was happening. It meant acknowledging that Jo might be in real danger.

      It also meant opening up the possibility that someone would start asking questions about magic, about the things that happened in Moon’s Landing that couldn’t be easily explained to people who didn’t know about our world.

      “Ellie,” Daniel said softly, stepping closer. “I know you’re worried about exposing things that should stay hidden. But Jo might need help. Real help. The kind that requires more than just you and me searching the tidepools.”

      He was right. I knew he was right.

      I pulled out my phone and dialed Sheriff Lomack’s number. He answered after three rings, sounding slightly out of breath.

      “Sheriff Lomack.”

      “Sheriff, it’s Ellie Bennett. I need to report a missing person.”

      He paused before his voice sharpened with attention. “Who’s missing?”

      “Josephine Winters. She wasn’t at her cottage for our usual Thursday tea, and when I came to check on her, she wasn’t there. And it looks like she’s been gone for a while.”

      “How long is a while?”

      “I don’t know exactly. We had tea last Thursday, so it’s been at least a week since I last saw her. But she could have been here earlier this week, and her cat Marlowe is missing too.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Don’t touch anything that might be evidence.”

      After I hung up, I looked at Daniel. He gave me a small, encouraging smile.

      “You did the right thing,” he said.

      “I hope so.”

      We stood together on the deck, looking out at the ocean. The marine layer was finally starting to burn off, revealing patches of blue sky.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling that something beneath those waves was very wrong. And whatever it was, it had taken Jo.

      Suki appeared at my feet, pressing her warm body against my legs. I reached down to stroke her chocolate-colored fur, grateful for her solid presence.

      “We’ll find her,” Daniel said quietly, as if reading my thoughts.

      I wanted to believe him. But as I looked at the sea glass spiral on the table, at the empty cottage behind us, at the tidepools that had lost their magical shimmer, I couldn’t help but wonder what we were really dealing with.

      And whether finding Jo would be enough to fix whatever had gone so terribly wrong.
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      I didn’t sleep well Thursday night. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw that sea glass spiral on Jo’s deck, the seal pup’s dull eyes, the tidepools stripped of their magical shimmer. Around three in the morning, I gave up trying to sleep and went downstairs to my kitchen to brew a pot of Clarity Calm tea. I sat at my small table, Suki curled in my lap, and tried to make sense of what was happening.

      Sheriff Lomack had been thorough when he arrived at Jo’s cottage. He’d taken photos of the sea glass arrangement, walked through the cottage examining everything, asked me detailed questions about when I’d last seen Jo and whether she’d mentioned any plans to travel. Daniel had stayed with me through it all, a steady presence that kept me from falling apart completely.

      The sheriff had been kind but honest. Without signs of a struggle or foul play, and with Jo being a competent adult who lived alone, there wasn’t much he could do immediately besides file the report and keep an eye out. But he did check with her neighbors, and one of them told him that Marlowe had appeared at their door late last Friday night and had been with them ever since. He’d promised to check with Jo’s few relatives and contact the coast guard in case she’d gone out on the water.

      But I knew, deep in my bones, that Jo hadn’t just wandered off. Something had happened to her. Something connected to those lifeless tidepools and the sick marine animals and that careful arrangement of sea glass that felt like a message I couldn’t read.

      By the time Friday morning arrived, I was running on tea and anxiety. I opened The Moonlit Charm at nine, going through the familiar motions of unlocking the door, lighting the protection candles, and arranging the crystal display. Suki supervised from her cushion by the register, occasionally offering commentary in the form of concerned meows.

      “I know,” I told her as I straightened a row of amethyst points. “I’m worried too.”

      The morning started slowly. A tourist couple bought some sage bundles and a selenite wand. Mrs. Cherry from the historical society stopped by for her monthly supply of lavender sachets for the museum’s textile storage. Lindsay texted to say she’d be by later to pick up chamomile and rose petals for a new tea blend she was testing.

      I was restocking the herb jars behind the counter when the bell above the door chimed. I looked up to see a man I didn’t recognize stepping into the shop.

      He was probably in his mid-thirties, tall and lean with dark blonde hair that looked like it had been styled that morning but was already rebelling in the coastal humidity. He wore jeans and a navy button-down with the sleeves rolled up, and carried a leather messenger bag across his chest. Everything about him said “professional but casual,” the kind of carefully constructed appearance that made me immediately curious.

      “Good morning,” I called out, setting down the jar of dried rosemary I’d been holding. “Welcome to The Moonlit Charm. Let me know if you need any help.”

      “Thanks.” He smiled, warm and easy, and began browsing the crystal display near the window. “Great shop. How long have you been here?”

      “Less than a year. The building is older, though, and has been through a lot, too.”

      “Really?” He looked up with what seemed like genuine interest. “Original structure?”

      “Mostly. It’s been renovated over the years, but the bones are original.” I watched him examine a piece of clear quartz, turning it to catch the light. “Are you looking for anything specific, or just browsing?”

      “Bit of both. I’m new in town, still getting my bearings.” He set down the quartz and moved to the shelf of books about local plants and herbs. “I’m Westen Ward, by the way.”

      “Ellie Bennett.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ellie.” He pulled out a book on coastal foraging and flipped through it. “So this building has been here a long time? As long as the town?”

      “Yes, more or less. The Langford family originally founded it, but Whiskey Moon renamed it in the 1920s.”

      Suki, who had been watching Westen from her cushion with the intensity of a cat who’d spotted a suspicious bird, suddenly jumped down and
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