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“Magic don’t start with fireworks, girlie—it starts with a choice so quiet you don’t know you made it… ‘til everything changes.” - Mikey




Lia Winchester traced the familiar path down the creaking staircase, her boots meeting the worn wood with the rhythm of countless mornings before. Each step carried her closer to the heart of her world—a place where magic wasn’t just practiced but lived. The narrow foyer at the base of the stairs greeted her with its cluttered charm. Receipts mingled with half-melted candles and an unfinished charm bracelet glinting faintly in the dim light. A modest, utilitarian space, it served as the threshold between her personal refuge above and the enchanting domain below.

Her hand lingered briefly on the brass key in the door’s lock, its cool weight grounding her. The soft click of the mechanism opened more than a door; it ushered her into the quiet hum of Witches’ Whimsy.

The back rooms and offices were as practical as the foyer, though brimming with the promise of magic. Rows of shelves lined with dried herbs, glowing powders, and trinkets awaiting enchantment filled storage spaces to her left. A cozy kitchen further down exuded warmth, the scent of lavender and lemon balm clinging to the air, a reminder of Willow’s calming teas. To her right, the slightly ajar office door revealed a desk cluttered with ledgers and pinned notes—a glimpse of the mundane chaos underpinning a magical business.

Yet, even in this functional space, magic pulsed. The faint, steady hum of the shop’s wards vibrated beneath her feet. At the end of the hallway, massive double doors loomed, bound in heavy iron chains and marked with glowing runes. Lia felt the faint thrum of power as she passed but didn’t look too long. The basement held secrets that even she dared not tread upon lightly.

Through the archway, she entered the shop’s main room, and as always, it took her breath away. The vast, cathedral-like space stretched impossibly large, its walls adorned with towering shelves packed with books whose spines shimmered faintly. Morning light trickled through arched windows, the beams catching motes of dust suspended in the still air.

At the room’s center, the apothecary bar gleamed in the dawn, its polished wood reflecting the soft glow of suspended lanterns flickering to life. Behind the bar, rows of potion ingredients shimmered in jars, each labeled in Lia’s careful hand. Scattered throughout were displays of magical wares—candles burning in shifting hues, crystals humming softly with stored energy, and trinkets sparkling with promises of protection and love.

It was more than a shop; it was a sanctuary, a haven for magic and those attuned to it. But it was also Lia’s responsibility, her legacy, a gift entrusted to her by her mentor and dear friend. Her gaze shifted to the portrait of Mikey Rutter near the door, the sight stirring a small, bittersweet smile. He had been so much a part of this place, of her life, and his absence lingered like a shadow.

The faint rasp of Shadowpaw’s grooming drew her attention. The cat sprawled lazily on the counter, licking his pristine pink toes with a nonchalance only he could manage. Lia chuckled softly, his presence a comforting constant amidst the ever-changing tides of her world.

Flipping the sign to OPEN, Lia let her gaze sweep across the shop one last time. Outside, Memphis was just beginning to stir, the morning mist clinging to Beale Street’s cobblestones. But inside Witches’ Whimsy, the day had already begun. The shop thrummed with anticipation, the air alive with the promise of magic waiting to be wielded.

Beyond its walls, the magical undercurrent of Memphis pulsed, hidden in plain sight. For the unaware, it was an invisible force, easily rationalized and overlooked. But for the awoken, it was a labyrinth of wonder and danger, a world where beings and places like Witches’ Whimsy thrived, cloaked in enchantments and secrecy.

Standing at the edge of this divide, Lia Winchester was both guardian and guide, straddling the line between magic and mundane, protecting the fragile harmony of a world veiled just beyond the ordinary.
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“Girlie, if the floor ain’t on fire, it can wait ‘til your tea’s steeped.” - Mikey




The soft patter of rain against the windowpanes cast a soothing rhythm through the air as Lia Winchester unlocked the door to Witches’ Whimsy. The brass key, worn smooth from generations of use, clicked into place, and the heavy oak door creaked open. A rush of cool, damp air followed her inside, mingling with the faint scent of lavender and cedarwood that lingered in the shop.




“Another dreary one, huh?” Shadowpaw’s voice drifted up from somewhere near her feet, the soft swish of his white tail brushing against her damp boots. His mismatched eyes, one green and one blue, sparkled mischievously, despite the overcast morning.




“You could say that again,” Lia replied, flipping the light switch. Soft, golden globes of illumination sparked to life, casting warm halos over shelves lined with jars of herbs, crystals, and spellbooks. “At least the rain makes the shop feel extra cozy.”She was soaking in the quiet, it was just her and the snarky cat in the building for now. 




Shadowpaw leapt gracefully onto the polished counter, his singular black-pawed foot tapping lightly as he settled. “Cozy until someone tracks in mud. Or worse—” He wrinkled his nose dramatically. “—that swamp water smell from the alley. I don’t envy your boots today.”




Lia glanced down at her scuffed boots, the ones she’d bought for practicality but grown to love for their comfort. They were already showing signs of their hard life, splattered with puddle grime. “Don’t remind me,” she muttered, shrugging off her raincoat and hanging it by the door. “Let’s hope today stays quiet. I wouldn’t mind a little peace.”




The shop seemed to hum in agreement as Lia moved through her morning routine. She lit the enchanted sconces, their flames flickering with a faint, magical shimmer. She dusted shelves lined with curiosities—a jar of firefly dust here, a tiny clock that ticked backward there—each one seeming to glow a bit brighter under her care.




The ritual of it all settled into her like an old, familiar song. She brewed a pot of tea, the leaves enchanted to bloom into swirling colors of amber and crimson as they steeped. Setting two mismatched mugs on the counter—one for herself, one for Shadowpaw—she leaned against the counter and took a long sip, the warmth spreading through her like a quiet spell of contentment.




“Any plans for the day, oh wise shopkeeper?” Shadowpaw teased, his tail curling lazily around a jar labeled Moonlit Mallow.




“Besides keeping you out of trouble?” Lia raised a brow. “I’m thinking inventory. We’re running low on some popular items—foxglove, rose quartz, and that charm oil that helps people find their keys. Oh, and maybe reorganizing the apothecary wall. Willow’s been hinting that it’s overdue.”




Shadowpaw’s ears perked, a sly grin curling on his feline face. “You say ‘quiet day,’ but I’ll wager we have a visitor before noon. Someone seeking more than what’s on the shelves.”




Lia rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress her smile. “You’re a pessimist, you know that?”




“Realist,” Shadowpaw corrected, hopping down and padding toward the window. He gazed out at the gray morning, the rain streaming down in rivulets. “And the storm always brings stories.”




Just then, the small bell above the door jingled, its cheerful chime cutting through the drumming rain. Lia straightened instinctively, setting her tea down as the first customer of the day stepped inside.




A woman wrapped in a navy raincoat hesitated at the threshold, shaking off her umbrella. Her eyes darted nervously to the jars, the spellbooks, the faintly glowing sconces. She clutched a small parcel wrapped in oilskin, holding it close to her chest.




“Welcome to Witches’ Whimsy,” Lia said warmly, though the hairs on the back of her neck prickled with curiosity. “What can I help you with today?”




The woman hesitated, then stepped forward. Her voice trembled as she spoke. “I—I think I need a charm… or a spell. I’m not sure. But I was told you’d be able to help me.”




Shadowpaw’s tail twitched, and he gave Lia a knowing look. “Told you,” he whispered under his breath.




With a steadying breath, Lia offered the woman her best reassuring smile. “You’ve come to the right place,” she said, her tone gentle but confident. “Let’s see what we can do.”




As the rain drummed softly against the windows, Lia leaned into her role—shopkeeper, witch, listener. Whatever this day brought, she was ready for it. Her gaze set on her new customer. 




The woman hesitated, her fingers clutching the edges of the oilskin-wrapped parcel so tightly her knuckles whitened. Her eyes darted around the shop again, as though she expected something to leap out from the shadows. Lia watched her carefully, noting the fine tremor in her hands and the way her breath hitched as she looked at the shelves.




“Why don’t we start with your name?” Lia asked softly, stepping out from behind the counter. She kept her movements slow and deliberate, her tone light and inviting.




“Margaret,” the woman said after a moment, her voice barely above a whisper.




“Nice to meet you, Margaret. I’m Lia. And that’s Shadowpaw,” she added, gesturing to the white cat perched on the counter, his mismatched eyes fixed on the woman with uncharacteristic calm.




“Charmed,” Shadowpaw said with a graceful dip of his head, his voice as smooth as honey. Margaret’s startled gasp told Lia she hadn’t been expecting a talking cat.




“It’s okay,” Lia assured her, offering a small smile. “He does that to everyone. Now, why don’t you tell me what brought you here? You mentioned needing a charm or a spell?”




Margaret nodded, her grip tightening on the parcel. “It’s… it’s my daughter,” she said, her voice breaking on the last word. “She’s been having these dreams. Nightmares, really. About something dark, something that feels… real. She wakes up screaming, and when I try to comfort her, she says she can still see it. Still feel it.”




Lia’s smile faded as she listened, her brows furrowing in concern. “How long has this been happening?”




“Two weeks now,” Margaret said, finally placing the parcel on the counter. “I’ve tried everything—nightlights, music, even taking her to the doctor. Nothing works. Then a friend told me about this place, about you. They said you might be able to help.”




Lia glanced at Shadowpaw, who flicked his tail in silent agreement. “You were right to come here,” she said, her voice steady and reassuring. “May I see what you’ve brought?”




Margaret hesitated, then unwrapped the parcel, revealing a small, hand-carved wooden box. The wood was dark and polished, etched with intricate symbols that made Lia’s stomach tighten. It radiated a faint hum of energy—old, unfamiliar, and unsettling.




“Where did this come from?” Lia asked, her voice sharper than she intended.




Margaret flinched at the change in Lia’s tone. “I—my daughter found it. It was tucked away under her bed in a chest with some of my grandmother’s things. I didn’t think much of it at first, but… when the nightmares started…” Her voice trailed off as she looked at Lia with pleading eyes. “Is it cursed?”




Lia didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she reached out, her fingers hovering over the box as she focused on the energy radiating from it. The hum grew stronger, pulsing faintly against her palm like the echo of a heartbeat.




“Not cursed,” Lia said finally, her voice measured. “But it’s not harmless, either. Whatever this is, it’s tied to something… restless. Something that doesn’t belong here.”




Margaret’s eyes widened, her face paling. “Can you get rid of it?”




Lia straightened, crossing her arms as she considered the box. “I can try,” she said honestly. “But it’s not just about removing it. If it’s connected to your daughter, we need to make sure she’s protected—physically and spiritually. I’ll need to prepare a charm for her room, something to cleanse and shield it. And this…” She gestured to the box. “This will need more than just a simple banishing spell.”




“More?” Margaret asked, her voice trembling.




“More,” Shadowpaw confirmed with a sigh. “This is going to get messy, isn’t it?”




“Probably,” Lia admitted, already mentally sorting through the shop’s inventory for the supplies she’d need.




Margaret nodded, clutching her hands together. “Whatever it takes. Just—just help her, please.”




Lia placed a reassuring hand on Margaret’s shoulder. “We’ll take care of it,” she promised. “Shadowpaw, let’s start with a cleansing kit. Margaret, why don’t you take a seat? This might take a little while.”




As Margaret sat down, still visibly shaken, Lia moved with purpose, gathering jars of herbs and bundles of sage from the shelves. The rain outside continued to fall in steady rhythm, the dreary day lending a strange serenity to the shop despite the dark energy now present.




Shadowpaw leapt down from the counter, padding after her. “You’re going to poke the hornet’s nest, aren’t you?”




“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Lia muttered, though her lips quirked in a faint smile.




“And it won’t be the last,” Shadowpaw said, his mismatched eyes glinting with approval. “Let’s see what secrets this little box has to share.”
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“A glowing stranger with a warning? Sounds like Tuesday.” – Mikey




The rain had lightened to a misty drizzle by the time Lia finished packing up the cleansing kit for Margaret. The carved box now sat on a high shelf behind the counter, tucked carefully into a protective warding circle that glimmered faintly in the dim light. Shadowpaw watched it with a wary eye, his tail swishing in slow, deliberate movements.




“That thing’s got secrets,” he murmured.




“Don’t they all?” Lia replied, tying a knot into the small velvet pouch holding the protective charm for Margaret’s daughter. “We’ll deal with it after I do the cleansing. One thing at a time.”




Margaret thanked Lia profusely as she left, her expression a mix of hope and lingering worry. The bell jingled softly as the door swung shut behind her, leaving the shop quiet once again.




Lia leaned against the counter, letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “What do you think, Shadow? Family heirloom gone rogue, or something darker?”




“Too early to say,” Shadowpaw replied, jumping onto the counter. “But it’s old, and it’s tied to something big. You’re going to need help unraveling this one.”




Lia opened her mouth to respond, but the bell above the door chimed again, cutting her off. A figure stepped inside, silhouetted against the gray light. Rain dripped from the hem of a deep crimson cloak that shimmered faintly, as though enchanted to repel water.




The newcomer pushed back her hood, revealing long, silvery hair that fell in soft waves around a strikingly angular face. Her eyes were the color of storm clouds, shifting between gray and blue with an unsettling intensity.




“Thalia Winchester,” the woman said, her voice smooth and commanding. “We need to talk.”




Shadowpaw stiffened, his fur bristling slightly. “Fae,” he hissed under his breath, his mismatched eyes narrowing.




“Calm down,” Lia said softly, placing a hand on his head. She straightened, turning her full attention to the stranger. “Lia Winchester” She corrected before shifting straight to the point. “You’ve got the advantage on me, I’m afraid. You are…?”




“Seraphina,” the woman replied, stepping further into the shop. Her gaze flicked briefly to the shelves before settling on Lia. “I’ve come with a warning. And a request.”




“A warning?” Lia asked, her tone guarded.




Seraphina nodded, her expression grim. “The wards beneath the Bluff are failing.”




Lia’s heart sank. “The Bluff? You mean the caverns?”




“The very same,” Seraphina said. “The seals are weakening, and the darkness they were meant to contain is stirring. If it breaks free…” She trailed off, letting the implication hang in the air.




“Why come to me?” Lia asked.




“Because you are the Keeper of Witches’ Whimsy,” Seraphina said simply. “And because you’re the only one who can help me fix this.”




Shadowpaw snorted. “Convenient timing, isn’t it? Just when we’re dealing with that cursed box upstairs.”




Seraphina’s sharp eyes snapped to the cat, narrowing slightly. “That box is a symptom of the larger problem,” she said. “The darkness seeping from the caverns is reaching into the city, infecting artifacts, places, even people. It will only get worse.”




Lia folded her arms, her brows furrowing. “And you’re sure the wards can’t be fixed without me?”




“The wards require a human touch,” Seraphina said. “One with magical lineage. That, combined with my knowledge of the fae realms and the caverns’ secrets, gives us the best chance of restoring balance.”




Lia glanced at Shadowpaw, who shrugged, his tail flicking lazily. “She’s not wrong,” he said. “But it’s your call, Lia.”




“Great,” Lia muttered. She looked back at Seraphina. “If I agree to help, what’s the plan?”




“We start by tracing the cracks in the wards,” Seraphina said. “Find the weakest points, seal them temporarily, and gather what’s needed for a permanent fix. It won’t be easy, and it won’t be without risk, but if we don’t act now, the entire city could be at stake.”




The weight of the words settled heavily in the air. Lia sighed, rubbing her temples. “Fine. I’ll help. But if this blows up in my face, I’m holding you personally responsible.”




Seraphina allowed the faintest smile to grace her lips. “Fair enough. We’ll begin tonight. Meet me at the old stone marker by the river once the shop closes.”




With that, she turned on her heel and swept out the door, leaving a faint trace of rain-scented air in her wake.




Lia stared after her, then glanced at Shadowpaw. “What have we gotten ourselves into this time?”




The cat stretched luxuriously, his mismatched eyes gleaming. “Oh, I’d say it’s just another typical day at Witches’ Whimsy.”




Lia groaned. “Why can’t we have  normal  days?”




Shadowpaw smirked. “Where’s the fun in that?”
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“Don’t go judging fate just ‘cause it shows up late.” – Mikey




The rest of the day passed in a haze of routine, though Lia’s thoughts were anything but ordinary. She worked with practiced precision, filling jars with herbs and arranging displays of enchanted trinkets. Customers came and went, leaving the shop smelling of rain-damp clothes and the subtle tang of magic.




Shadowpaw kept close, lounging on a velvet cushion atop the counter. His mismatched eyes flickered with sharp observation as Lia moved through the motions of running her shop.




“Your hands are busy, but your mind’s elsewhere,” Shadowpaw remarked, his tail swishing lazily.




Lia didn’t bother denying it. “Hard not to be distracted when a glowing stranger in crimson robes shows up in your shop, babbling about warding spells and hidden dangers.”




“Babbling? She seemed quite articulate, actually,” Shadowpaw quipped, arching his back in a luxurious stretch. “Though I agree, her timing is… inconvenient.”




“Tell me about it.” Lia sighed, brushing a strand of hair from her face as she rang up a customer’s purchase.




As the day wore on, the rain faded to a drizzle, leaving the streets slick and gleaming under the evening light. By closing time, the shop was quiet, save for the low hum of the wards that crisscrossed the space. Lia locked the front door and turned the sign to  Closed , leaning her forehead against the glass for a moment.




“You’re really going, then?” Shadowpaw asked, hopping onto the counter and fixing her with his piercing gaze.




“Of course, I’m going. If Seraphina’s right about the wards failing, it’s not just her problem—it’s all of ours.”




“Fae magic and earth witchcraft don’t mix easily,” Shadowpaw warned. “This could get messy.”




“It’s already messy,” Lia muttered, grabbing her coat and tucking a small charm pouch into her pocket.




With Shadowpaw perched on her shoulder, she stepped out into the cool night air.




—-




The entrance to the hidden caverns beneath the Bluffs wasn’t marked on any map, but every witch worth her salt in Memphis knew where to find it. The path was narrow and winding, the wet grass slick beneath Lia’s boots as she made her way down toward the riverbank.




Seraphina was already there, her crimson cloak a stark contrast against the muted tones of the landscape. She stood with her back to Lia, her hands raised as she murmured an incantation. Pale gold light radiated from her fingertips, shimmering in the air like strands of silk.




“You’re late,” Seraphina said without turning around.




Lia rolled her eyes. “I had a shop to close. Some of us have day jobs, you know.”




Seraphina’s lips quirked in the barest hint of a smile as she finished her spell. The light she conjured expanded outward, illuminating the air above the cavern entrance. It revealed a tangled web of magic, the threads faintly glowing and crisscrossed with jagged tears.




“Spiderwebbed, just like I thought,” Seraphina said, stepping back to let Lia examine the damage.




Lia reached out cautiously, her fingers brushing one of the faintly glowing strands. A sharp jolt ran up her arm, and she yanked her hand back with a hiss.




“That’s not earth magic,” she said, her brow furrowing. “It’s… older. Wilder.”




“Fae,” Seraphina confirmed, her voice low.




Lia crossed her arms, frowning. “Then what do you need me for? If this is fae magic, shouldn’t you be calling in one of your own?”




Seraphina turned to face her, her expression unreadable. “Perhaps. But this ward is connected to the earth. There’s a balance here that requires both our kinds of magic to restore.”




“Great,” Lia muttered, glancing back at the fraying web of light. “A balancing act with no net. What could possibly go wrong?”




Seraphina stepped closer, her golden eyes serious. “If we don’t act, the wards will collapse completely. The caverns will open, and the spirits bound within will spill into the city. I can’t do this without you, Lia.”




Lia hesitated, her instincts warring with the weight of Seraphina’s words. She could feel the pulse of ancient power emanating from the caverns, and it made her skin crawl.




“Fine,” she said at last. “But if this goes sideways, don’t blame me.”




Seraphina inclined her head. “I’ll continue studying the wards tonight. Meet me back here tomorrow.”




Lia nodded and turned to leave, Shadowpaw curling tighter against her shoulder.




“Smells like trouble,” the cat murmured as they climbed back up the path.




“Trouble’s becoming our specialty,” Lia replied, her voice heavy with resignation.




As she made her way back to the shop, the faint glow of the Bluffs lingered in her mind, a reminder that the balance of magic in Memphis was shifting—and she was being pulled into the heart of it.
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“Memories lie quiet till you poke ‘em with a stick.” – Mikey




The shop was quiet when Lia returned after her meeting with Seraphina by the river. She slipped inside, locking the door behind her. Shadowpaw padded out of a shadow beside her, his mismatched eyes scanning the dimly lit space.




“She’s intense,” Lia muttered, shrugging off her jacket and hanging it on the hook by the door.




“Fae tend to be,” Shadowpaw replied, leaping onto the counter. “You think she’s telling the whole truth?”




“I don’t know,” Lia admitted, running a hand through her hair. “But I don’t see how we have much of a choice. If those wards fail…” She didn’t need to finish the sentence. The implications were clear enough.




She walked to the back of the shop, where the stairs to the second floor spiraled upward. The apartment above the shop wasn’t much, but it was home—a cozy space filled with mismatched furniture, bookshelves overflowing with grimoires and novels, and a collection of trinkets she’d accumulated over the years.




Lia sat down at the small kitchen table, Shadowpaw hopping up beside her. The box from Margaret, still sealed and protected, rested in the center. It seemed to pulse faintly, a rhythmic hum that tugged at the edges of her senses.




“We need answers,” Lia said, staring at the box. “If this thing is connected to the wards failing, we can’t just leave it sitting here.”




“Agreed,” Shadowpaw said. “But don’t be reckless. We don’t know what’s inside or what it might do.”




“I’m not reckless,” Lia said, pulling a long, thin blade from its sheath on her belt. The silver athame was an heirloom of the Winchester family, its edge etched with protective runes. She placed it on the table beside the box, a comforting weight against the unknown.




Lia placed her hands on either side of the box, closing her eyes and focusing her energy. She muttered a soft incantation under her breath, a simple spell designed to probe the object’s magical aura. The hum grew stronger, accompanied by a faint, dissonant whisper that sent a chill down her spine.




“Shadow, do you hear that?”




Shadowpaw’s ears flattened. “I hear it. And I don’t like it.”




The whispering grew louder, the words indistinct but insistent. Lia opened her eyes and pulled her hands back, her breath catching in her throat. “It’s not just old magic,” she said. “It’s alive.”




Shadowpaw’s tail lashed. “Alive how?”




“Not sentient,” Lia clarified, though her voice was uncertain. “But aware. It’s tied to something—or someone—powerful.”




Before they could discuss further, a knock at the door startled them both. Lia frowned, glancing at the clock. It was nearly midnight. “Who would be here at this hour?”




Shadowpaw jumped down from the table, his movements sleek and silent. “Let me check.” He vanished into the shadows, and Lia followed cautiously, her hand instinctively reaching for the dagger.




The knock came again, louder this time. Lia approached the door, her senses alert. “Who’s there?” she called out.




The voice that answered was soft but firm. “Willow. Let me in.”




Relieved but still wary, Lia unlocked the door and opened it just enough to see her childhood friend’s familiar face. Willow’s pale skin was flushed from the cold night air, and her dark mahogany hair was pulled back into a loose braid, decorated with tiny flowers and gems. Delicately pointed ears poked through the tousled wisps that had escaped her braid, not quite as sharp as a full blooded fae but of obvious decent. Willow’s almond-shaped eyes a vivid shade of forest emerald green were sharp and alert. A few inches taller than Lia, she was bundled in a heavy wool coat with deep pockets over a flowing skirt that gathered over her soft soled boots. 




“Willow,” Lia said, stepping aside to let her in. “What are you doing here at this hour! You shift ended hours ago.. and where are your keys?”




“I heard something strange at the shop earlier,” Willow said, her voice low. “Something about a fae and the wards under the Bluff. I figured I’d come back by to see what’s going on.”




Lia sighed, closing the door behind her. “Long story short, the wards are failing, and I’ve somehow been roped into fixing them. There’s a fae named Seraphina who’s leading the charge, and I don’t think we have much of a choice.”




Willow’s expression darkened. “The wards failing is bad enough, but if the fae are getting involved…”




“I know,” Lia said. “But it gets worse. There’s this.” She gestured to the table, where the box still sat, faintly pulsing.




Willow approached it cautiously, her hand hovering over the wood. Her eyes widened. “Lia, this… this is old magic. Really old. Where did you get it?”




“A customer brought it in,” Lia explained. “Said her daughter found it in their attic. The girl’s been having nightmares ever since.”




Willow shook her head. “This isn’t just an artifact. It’s a key.. perhaps.” She made a very quiet ‘thrum’ noise in her throat as she studied the box. 




“A key to what?” Shadowpaw asked, reappearing from the shadows. He coiled his body around the shop manager’s boots, his head bumping her boot covered calf in greeting.




Willow hesitated, her fingers brushing over the carved symbols. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But whatever it unlocks, it’s not something we want loose in the world.” Her didn’t jump at the feline’s greeting but she did drop her hand to brush the top of Shadowpaw’s head between his ears. 




Lia exchanged a glance with Shadowpaw. “Then we’d better figure out how to keep it locked,” she said grimly.




“Or,” Shadowpaw added with a mischievous gleam in his eye, “we find out what it’s guarding and make sure it can’t come back to haunt us.”




Willow sighed, crossing her arms. “Either way, this isn’t going to be easy. Are you sure you’re ready for this, Lia?”




Lia picked up the dagger, her grip firm. “Ready or not, it looks like it’s already here. We deal with it—together.”




As the three of them gathered around the table, the whispers from the box grew louder, their dissonant tones weaving into the room like a ghostly warning. Lia felt a shiver run down her spine again but didn’t flinch.




Lia couldn’t help but smile as a tiny, iridescent-highlighted head poked out from the pocket of Willow’s coat. Bramble, Willow’s nymph ferret familiar, twitched his whiskers, his dark eyes scanning the room before landing on Shadowpaw and Lia.




“Smells bad,” he quipped, his nose wrinkling. “Willow lost her keys again, found them.” A paw jingled what were presumably keys in the pocket he was currently residing in. 




Shadowpaw, lounging on the counter with an air of feline superiority, snorted. “You have a nose like a sewer rat, Bramble. Everything probably smells bad to you.”




Bramble’s head tilted, his whiskers twitching mischievously. “Better a sewer rat than a mangy housecat who’s too lazy to hunt his own meals.”




Shadowpaw sat up, his mismatched eyes narrowing into slits. “Excuse me? I’ll have you know, I’ve feasted on prey far more challenging than you in my time.”




“Oh, yes,” Bramble said with mock seriousness, scrambling onto the table to meet Shadowpaw’s gaze. “Like that fearsome cheese wheel I saw you stalking last week? Truly legendary.”




Lia sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose as the two familiars began a back-and-forth bickering match. “Boys,” she said sharply, but they ignored her as Willow was decidedly staring up at the ceiling waiting for the squabble to pass rather than get involved. 




“Maybe if you didn’t hide in pockets all day, you’d understand what real work looks like,” Shadowpaw shot back.




“Hide? I’m a strategic observer,” Bramble retorted, puffing out his small chest. “You know, using my  brain . Something you should try once in your nine lives.”




Shadowpaw’s tail lashed, and he opened his mouth for another quip when the faint whispers from the box stopped abruptly.




The silence that followed was deafening. Shadowpaw froze mid-retort, his ears flattening against his head. Bramble’s fur puffed out as he let out a low, nervous chirp. Both familiars turned toward the box, their bickering momentarily forgotten.




“Did… did it just stop?” Bramble asked, his voice quieter now.




“Not a good sign,” Shadowpaw muttered, hopping off the counter to pace in front of the table.




Lia and Willow locked eyes, the unease between them palpable. “That’s not good,” Willow said, her tone low.




“No, it’s not,” Lia agreed. Her grip tightened on the hilt of her dagger. “If this thing is alive, it might be listening. Or worse, planning something.”




Willow nodded grimly. “We need help. Someone who knows how to handle artifacts like this.”




“Oberon,” they said in unison.




Bramble chirped nervously, scrambling back into Willow’s pocket. “Oh, great. Call in the big fae . He always looks at me like I’m lunch.”




Shadowpaw’s lips curled into a smirk. “He’s got good taste, I’ll give him that.”




“Don’t start,” Lia warned, though her tone was distracted as she pulled her phone from her pocket. She scrolled through her contacts, her finger hovering over the name Oberon Wildewood.




The curator of Witches’ Whimsy’s most ancient and dangerous relics and part time employee, Oberon was as enigmatic as the artifacts he studied. A middle-aged fae with sharp features, though a bit rotund, piercing green eyes, and a dry wit that bordered on cutting, he had a reputation for being both brilliant and insufferably cryptic.




“You think he’ll come tonight?” Willow asked, watching Lia press call. “He did say he wanted an actual vacation this time.” 




“He better,” Lia muttered as the phone rang, she’d actually blocked her caller ID so maybe he wouldn’t screen her call. “Because if this thing goes south, I’m not dealing with it alone.” Not with as much as that man’s paycheck costs the shop. 




Shadowpaw leapt back onto the counter, his gaze fixed on the box. “Let’s hope he hurries. I don’t like the way that thing went quiet. It’s like the calm before the storm.”




Bramble poked his head out again, his eyes wide. “Why do I feel like it’s always a storm with you people?”




Lia smiled grimly as the line clicked and Oberon’s smooth, detached voice answered. “Wildewood speaking.”




“It’s Lia,” she said, skipping pleasantries. “We’ve got a problem. A big one. I need you at the shop.”




There was a long pause on the other end. Then, with a sigh that sounded equal parts intrigued and exasperated, Oberon replied, “I’ll be there shortly. Try not to break anything before I arrive.”




The call ended, and Lia tucked the phone back into her pocket. She looked at Willow, Shadowpaw, and Bramble, her expression serious. “Brace yourselves. Oberon’s on the way, this feels like it’s about to get a whole lot more complicated.”




“Complicated is your middle name,” Shadowpaw quipped.




Bramble groaned. “Great. Just what I needed—more  complications . I was really hoping for a nice, boring night.”




Lia’s gaze drifted back to the box, now ominously silent. “Boring doesn’t seem to be on the menu tonight, friends.” she said softly.
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“If a fae walks in smiling, check your pockets and your wards.” – Mikey




The hum of energy in the shop seemed to sharpen as the sound of measured footsteps echoed outside the front door. Lia glanced at Willow, who was seated on a stool with Bramble curled in her lap, the ferret’s glowing fur dimmed in unease. Shadowpaw perched on the counter, his tail swishing back and forth like a metronome of impatience.




The knock at the door was deliberate, not loud, but somehow commanding. Lia rose to her feet, adjusting the dagger at her side. She moved to the door, taking a steadying breath before opening it.




Oberon Wildewood stood on the threshold, looking every bit the mysterious fae scholar. His tailored charcoal-gray coat shimmered faintly with woven enchantments, the cuffs trimmed in intricate silver thread that caught the faint light. His sharp features—high cheekbones, angular jaw, and aquiline nose—seemed carved from stone, but it was his eyes that always unnerved Lia. Piercing green, flecked with gold, they seemed to see through everything, including the lies you told yourself.




“Miss Winchester,” he said, his voice smooth and clipped, like a blade slicing through silk. “I take it this is urgent.”




“Would I call you back so soon if it wasn’t?” Lia stepped aside to let him in, closing and locking the door behind him. She liked the big fae, she really did but he had been on a bit of an extended vacation for months. He only worked in the shop on an as needed basis, usually by appointment.




Oberon’s gaze swept the room, landing on Willow, who gave him a brief nod, and then on the box, still resting on the table. His expression didn’t change, but his eyes narrowed slightly. “I see. That’s… troubling.”




“Troubling how?” Shadowpaw asked, leaping from the counter to a chair near the table.




Oberon ignored the familiar for a moment, removing his gloves with precise movements before approaching the box. He studied it, not touching it, his hands clasped behind his back.




Willow cleared her throat. “We’ve already figured out it’s old magic. Alive, but not sentient. It went quiet about twenty minutes ago, which is… unnerving, to say the least.”




Oberon glanced at her, his gaze cool. “A fair observation, Miss Overton. And correct. This is indeed alive, in a sense. A fragment of something much larger. And it’s listening.”




The tension in the room spiked. Lia’s hand tightened around the back of a chair. “Listening to what?”




“Anything. Everything.” He waved a hand vaguely. Oberon’s lips pressed into a thin line. “You were wise to call me. Mishandling an artifact like this could have… catastrophic consequences.”




Bramble poked his head up from Willow’s lap. “Catastrophic? Great. I love how you fae always use words like that. Makes us regular folk feel real safe.”




Oberon’s gaze flicked to the ferret, his expression unreadable. “I see you have once again brought your infamous lunch thief along with you. Did he bring this cursed item in?”




Bramble puffed out his chest, though his voice betrayed his nerves. “Yeah, well, I get around. Doesn’t mean I like boxes that think, though.” Willow lightly stroked her fingers across his furry little head and down his back, frowning at Oberon.




Shadowpaw snorted. “Infamous? For what, napping and being a pocket ornament?”




“Oh, shut up, you pompous furball,” Bramble shot back.




“Enough,” Lia interjected, cutting off the bickering before it could escalate. “Oberon, what do we do with it? Is it dangerous?”




“Everything is dangerous in the right—or wrong—context,” Oberon replied, leaning closer to the box. He murmured something in a language Lia didn’t recognize, his voice low and melodic. The runes etched into the box’s surface began to glow faintly, their patterns shifting like liquid light.




Willow leaned forward, her violet eyes wide. “What are you doing?”




“Assessing,” Oberon said without looking at her. “This artifact is a key, yes, but it’s also a lock. It seals something away, and I suspect that something is tied to the wards beneath the Bluff.”




Lia’s stomach sank. “If the wards are failing, does that mean whatever’s locked away is trying to get out?”




Oberon straightened, his expression grave. “Precisely.”




Shadowpaw’s tail froze mid-swish. “Wonderful. So not only are we dealing with failing wards, but there’s also a potential escapee to worry about. This just keeps getting better.”




“What’s it locking away?” Willow asked, her voice steady despite the weight of the question.




“That,” Oberon said, his gaze returning to the glowing box, “is what we need to determine. But I can tell you this—it’s not a single entity. This lock binds a collective force, fragmented but still connected. Something ancient, chaotic, and utterly opposed to balance.”




Bramble groaned, hiding his face in Willow’s coat. “I knew I should’ve stayed in the fae realm. Less terrifying there.”




Lia ignored the ferret, focusing on Oberon. “What’s the next step?”




Oberon reached into his coat and withdrew a thin, leather-bound journal, its cover embossed with runes similar to those on the box. “The next step is research. This artifact predates most recorded magical history, but there are references—scattered, fragmented—that might give us answers. We need to find them, quickly.”




“And if we can’t?” Lia asked.




Oberon’s green-gold eyes met hers, unflinching. “Then we prepare for the worst.”




A heavy silence settled over the room, broken only by the faint hum of the box and the occasional creak of the shop’s old floorboards. Lia exchanged a glance with Willow, her resolve hardening.




“All right,” she said, her voice steady. “Let’s figure this out. Witches’ Whimsy has seen its share of mysteries. We’ll get to the bottom of this, too.”




Oberon inclined his head, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Spoken like a true Winchester.”




Shadowpaw leapt onto the table, his mismatched eyes fixed on the box. “Let’s hope we’re still around to celebrate when this is over.”




The tension in the shop lingered, heavy as a thundercloud. Oberon reached into his coat again and retrieved a small vial filled with shimmering, silvery liquid. He uncorked it with a flick of his thumb, and the faint scent of ozone filled the room.




“What’s that?” Lia asked, her curiosity piqued despite herself.




“Moonlight essence,” Oberon said, tilting the vial so a single drop fell onto the box’s surface. The liquid spread in a web of silvery lines, tracing the etched runes with a faint glow. “It will reveal if there are hidden wards or seals we have yet to uncover.”




The shop’s lights dimmed slightly as the essence did its work. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, one of the runes flared brightly, emitting a low, resonant hum that vibrated through the floor.




Bramble squeaked and dove deeper into Willow’s coat. “Why does it always have to  hum ? Nothing good ever comes from humming!”




Shadowpaw hissed softly, his fur bristling. “Quiet, rodent. Let the adults work.”




“I’m more adult than you, you overgrown—”




“Enough,” Oberon interrupted, his voice firm but calm. He leaned closer to the box, his keen eyes narrowing as he studied the glowing rune. “Interesting. This symbol is a directive, a safeguard. It’s warning us.”




“Warning us about what?” Lia asked, her hand inching toward the dagger at her hip.




“Interference,” Oberon said, straightening. “This artifact is tied to the wards beneath the Bluff, as I suspected. But the fail-safe mechanisms have been tampered with. Someone, or something, has been deliberately weakening the seals.”




Willow stiffened. “Tampered with? So this isn’t just natural decay?”




“Far from it,” Oberon replied, capping the vial and tucking it away. “The wards should have held for centuries more. This degradation is unnatural—and deliberate.”




Lia felt her chest tighten. “Any guesses who’s behind it?”




Oberon’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Not yet. But if the seals fail completely, whatever is locked away will be unleashed upon Memphis. We need to stabilize the artifact and reinforce the wards immediately.”




Shadowpaw hopped closer, his mismatched eyes gleaming with concern. “And how exactly do we do that? I’m assuming it’s not as simple as slapping a magical bandage on it.”




Oberon’s faint smile didn’t reach his eyes. “No, it’s not. Stabilizing the artifact will require rare components—components that are not easily obtained.”




Lia groaned inwardly. “Let me guess: they’re scattered across Memphis, and we’re going to have to track them down.”




“Precisely,” Oberon said, sounding almost amused. “One of the components, I believe, is still within this shop. The others… we’ll need to venture out to find them.”




Willow tilted her head, her expression thoughtful. “If one’s here, it’s probably in the vault, right? Bramble, do you remember if we cataloged anything that matches this artifact’s energy signature?”




Bramble poked his head out of her coat again, his tiny face scrunched in concentration. “Hmm… there was that weird crystal sphere a couple months ago. Remember? The one that kept giving me a headache.”




Oberon’s expression sharpened. “A crystal sphere? Describe it.”




“Small, clear, but with these black veins running through it,” Bramble said, hopping onto the table. “And every time I got near it, I felt like my brain was being tickled in the worst way.”




Lia winced. “That sounds about right. It’s probably in the vault, then.”




“I’ll retrieve it,” Oberon said, already moving toward the back room where the vault was hidden. “Do not touch the box while I’m gone. Even the smallest disturbance could trigger unintended consequences.”




“Duly noted,” Lia said, watching him disappear through the curtain.




The moment he was gone, Shadowpaw leapt onto the box’s table, sniffing cautiously at the glowing rune. “I don’t like this thing,” he muttered. “It feels… wrong.”




“You don’t say,” Bramble quipped, hopping up beside him. “Maybe it’s because it’s humming with ominous doom vibes?”




“Not helping, Bramble,” Willow said, though her tone was distracted as her gaze lingered on the box.




Lia sighed, crossing her arms. “This is turning into a bigger mess than I expected. If Oberon can’t stabilize it…”




Willow met her gaze, her expression unusually serious. “Then we’ll figure something else out. We always do.”




Before Lia could respond, Oberon returned, a small wooden box in his hands. He placed it carefully on the counter and opened it to reveal the crystal sphere Bramble had described. Black veins pulsed faintly within the otherwise clear surface, like liquid shadow trapped in glass.




“This,” Oberon said, lifting the sphere with reverence, “is one of the anchors we need. It’s a stabilizing node, designed to reinforce magical barriers. With this, we can buy ourselves more time.”




“More time to do what?” Lia asked.




Oberon’s piercing gaze met hers. “To find the other components. And to uncover who—or what—is behind this tampering. Because if we fail, Lia, Memphis won’t just lose its magic. It will lose everything.”




The weight of his words settled heavily in the room, and for a moment, no one spoke. Then Shadowpaw broke the silence with a dry tone. “Well. No pressure or anything.”




Lia smirked faintly, reaching out a hand to lightly rub her fingers under her snarky familiar’s chin. “Let’s get to work, then.”
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“Darkness always starts with a whisper, not a bang.” – Mikey


The tension in Witches’ Whimsy was as thick as the storm clouds gathering outside. The ancient box now sat in the center of the apothecary’s counter, its dark wood pulsating faintly with an unsettling energy. Oberon Wildewood stood over it, his sharp fae features illuminated by flickering candlelight. His usual air of detachment had given way to something more serious as he circled the box, studying it with narrowed eyes.


“This is not cursed,” Oberon murmured, almost to himself. “Not in the way we understand curses. This magic is older, deeper, layered like sediment.”


Lia leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “That’s not the only thing layered in this mess.” She hesitated, glancing at Shadowpaw perched on a nearby shelf. “I met someone yesterday. Someone I think you need to know about.”


Oberon paused, his gaze flicking up to her. “Go on.”


“Her name is Seraphina. She showed up out of nowhere—literally walked into the shop unannounced—and asked for my help,” Lia said, her words spilling out faster now. “She said there’s something wrong with the wards near the river caverns. That they’re… spider-webbing, unraveling in places.”


At the mention of Seraphina, Oberon stiffened. His glowing eyes narrowed. “Seraphina Solace? Of all people…”


“You know her?” Lia asked, surprised.


“Know her?” Oberon scoffed, straightening. “Seraphina has been a thorn in my side for centuries. She keeps her secrets like dragons hoard gold, and her agendas are rarely clear. If she’s asking for your help, it means she’s in trouble—and she doesn’t want to admit it.”


Lia frowned. “She seemed sincere. And she showed me the wards, Oberon. They’re breaking down. The magic there feels… wrong. Like it’s more fae than anything I can do.”


“That’s because it is fae,” Oberon said darkly, his attention snapping back to the box. “The wards on the caverns are older than Memphis itself, crafted by fae magic to seal away whatever lay beneath. If they’re failing, it’s not just age or wear—it’s sabotage.”


Lia’s stomach sank. “She didn’t mention sabotage. Just that something dark was leaking through, and it’s getting worse.”


“Of course she didn’t mention it,” Oberon said, his voice clipped. “That’s the kind of detail Seraphina conveniently forgets to share. Did she tell you why she’s here? What her stake in this is?”


Lia shook her head, feeling an unexpected pang of guilt. “No. And I didn’t think to press her on it. I’ve never even heard of her before now.”


Oberon’s gaze softened slightly, though his tone remained firm. “That’s because she disappears as easily as she arrives. Seraphina keeps her true motives hidden, even from her allies. She left without a word the last time she was here, not even to say goodbye to Mikey.”


The mention of Mikey hit Lia like a blow. Mikey, who had been like family, who had left such a crater in her heart by his death. “Why didn’t anyone tell me about her?” Lia whispered, her voice tight.


“Because Mikey didn’t want you involved with Seraphina’s schemes,” Oberon said bluntly. “And neither do I. She’ll use you, Lia, and leave you holding the pieces when it all goes wrong.”


“That’s not fair,” Lia shot back, though doubt crept into her voice. “She came to me because she needs help. What am I supposed to do? Just ignore her?”


“You’re supposed to be careful,” Oberon said sharply. “If the wards are failing, we’re dealing with forces older and darker than either of us can handle alone. This box,” he gestured to the pulsating object on the counter, “might be connected. Or it might be a distraction. Either way, Seraphina’s involvement complicates everything.”


Shadowpaw, who had been silent until now, flicked his tail and chimed in. “He’s right, you know. Seraphina’s not exactly handing out trust like candy. If she wants something from you, it’s because she can’t—or won’t—do it herself.”


“Great,” Lia muttered, rubbing her temples. “So you’re both telling me to mistrust the one person who’s actively trying to fix this mess.”


“We’re telling you to be cautious,” Oberon corrected. “You’re in over your head, Lia. This isn’t just about Memphis or the shop. If the wards
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