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  Dedication


 For Paul,

My anchor in every storm,

my partner in all adventures,

and the one who never doubted that magic could be real. 
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  Introduction


When a sarcastic talking cat with missing memories appears in her small magical town, witch Phoebe Nightshade uncovers a conspiracy that threatens every familiar in Fablewood. 

Phoebe's quiet life running a familiar-matching service gets turned upside down when Minerva—a sharp-tongued cat who can't remember her past—arrives under mysterious circumstances. Now familiars are falling ill across town, her rival is accusing her of dark magic, and the only person she can trust is Toby, the handsome animal sanctuary keeper hiding magical secrets of his own.

Together, they must expose whoever is experimenting on innocent familiars before more creatures suffer. But with Minerva's biting commentary, her mentor's betrayal, and her growing feelings for Toby, saving her community might cost Phoebe everything—including her heart.

A heartwarming paranormal cozy romance with talking cats, magical mayhem, and a swoony romance. Perfect for fans of witchy rom-coms who love their mysteries with snark and a happily ever after.

This book contains mild peril involving magical creatures, brief mentions of family estrangement, and themes of animal welfare. The romance is clean/sweet with kisses only.






  
  Note to Readers


Dear Reader, 
Welcome to Fablewood! This book represents something new for me—a leap into the enchanting world of paranormal cozy romance. It's also my first foray into clean and sweet romance. As someone who adores stories where magic meets the everyday, writing this tale has been an absolute joy.
In these pages, you'll find a world where familiar bonds are sacred. A place where even the shyest witch can become a hero and where sometimes the greatest magic is finding someone who sees you for exactly who you are. The romance is tender and heartfelt. It's full of swoony moments without the steam because sometimes the strongest connections come through held hands, knowing glances, and that perfect first kiss.
If you've ever wished your cat could talk back (though perhaps with less sarcasm than Minerva), or wondered what it would be like to live in a town where magic is as common as morning coffee, then I hope you'll feel at home in Fablewood.
This story is about finding courage when you least expect it, building chosen families, and discovering that sometimes the most powerful magic comes from standing up for those who can't speak for themselves—even when they're perfectly capable of speaking, thank you very much.
Thank you for joining me on this journey. May your own familiar (magical or otherwise) keep you company as you read.

With warmth and a touch of magic,
Shelley Munro






  
  Chapter 1


Phoebe Nightshade left Whispering Woods after her brisk morning walk. The perfect way to center herself and start the day right. The path glowed underfoot. Each step drew pulses of welcome light from the ancient stones, responding to her magical signature like an old friend. The trees murmured greetings as she passed, their whispery voices a soothing balm. She nodded to the grove guardians—those translucent spirits flickering among the oldest oaks. In response, they showered her with sparkling silver leaves that dissolved before touching the ground, filling the air with evergreen magic. 
When she entered the town of Fablewood, her footsteps led her to her favorite stop—the Coffee Kart. It looked impossibly small. How did they fit the elaborate espresso machine, the pastry display, and all that storage inside? Yet somehow everything worked seamlessly. Harry and Suzie, students from Starfall Academy for witches and wizards, bustled about filling orders.
While she waited, Phoebe watched steam spiral from the coffee urn. Tiny dragons formed in the vapor, making her smile. They twirled briefly, then vanished. The line edged forward, and soon it was her turn.
"Hi, Phoebe. Why not change it up today and try a cup of pumpkin spice coffee and a cinnamon muffin? It's the season," Harry called.
Behind him, shelves lined with self-organizing cups clinked. The vessels arranged themselves by size and color in a constant, gentle shuffle. The menu board had opinions today. It rewrote itself based on the weather and its special whims. Mood-Lifting Mocha shimmered in golden letters. Below it, Concentration Coffee appeared and disappeared like a winking eye.
Phoebe pulled a face—an expression Harry expected since they'd had this conversation every day this week.
"Ugh. No, thanks." The memory hit her suddenly. Overindulging as a kid, followed by public vomiting and five jeering brothers. Her stomach clenched. "Morning Glory tea, please."
"Already brewing your usual. One day, you'll surprise me," he said with a wicked grin, his tousled blond hair shifting as he shook his head. "Or maybe I'll lure you into temptation."
"Here you go, Phoebe," Suzie said, handing over her tea with a wink and a flash of bubblegum-pink nails.
Standing side-by-side, they beamed at her, looking like cheeky twins in their black Coffee Kart T-shirts.
"Thanks." Phoebe settled at a wooden table and sipped her tea, soaking in the morning's peaceful energy.
To her, the square always felt alive. Its magic was playful, unpredictable, and welcoming. Floating signs bobbed above each vendor's stall, their messages shifting from Common to various magical scripts depending on who approached. The central fountain didn't just babble with water—it sang. This morning's melody was cheerful and a tad mischievous. It had her lips curling in appreciation.
The cobblestones beneath her feet glowed faintly, keeping the square warm even on the coldest days. Crystalline flower–shaped streetlamps still cast a soft, welcoming light, though dimmed by the sunrise. Near the clock tower stood Madame Rosewing's Enchanted Millinery. Her hats adjusted to fit and flatter each customer. Two streets away, smoke from the Spellbound Bakery's chimney curled into colorful butterflies. They danced and twirled once, then disappeared.
The wind rustled the broad oak leaves overhead, coaxing out a tune that lifted her spirits further. A magpie strutted along a nearby branch, its glossy feathers catching the light. He greeted her not with a chirp but with a gentle mental brush, curious and friendly. Warmth bloomed at her throat. Her familiar-matching pendant rested there—a delicate amber heart ringed with starlight metal, drawn from Whispering Woods itself. It guided her power and channeled her talent.
Good morning, busy one, she projected back, as Hazel had taught her. A beautiful day for flying.
The magpie preened. He sent back a series of bright emotions and images—shiny wrappers, coins, and a glimmering button he'd spotted near Hazel's shop.
She chuckled before returning to her tea. No familiar-matching bookings today meant paperwork and unpacking boxes of new stock. A few extra lazy minutes in the square wouldn't hurt.
This secluded magical town had become her sanctuary. She'd never quite fit in at home. The only girl among five brothers, she couldn't match their world of sports and academic competitions. While her brothers amassed trophies and accolades, she collected scraped knees from rescuing injured birds. And lectures. So many lectures about focusing on practical skills.
She'd always had a way with animals. What started as simple empathy grew into something more—telepathic communication. To her, it was a gift. To her family, it was nonsense. They thought she was only talking to herself and wasting time on strays.
Finding Fablewood had changed everything. Here, people valued her abilities rather than dismissing them. Landing a starter position with Hazel Thornberry had seemed like fate. The respected witch had become both mentor and the mother figure she'd never had.
Suzie appeared beside her table with a coffeepot and a tray of dirty dishes. "That fellow from the animal sanctuary was in yesterday. Have you met Toby Featherwick? He's the sweetest man."
Phoebe's pendant fluttered against her chest. "Oh?" She thought she'd seen him once—a tall figure with sandy hair—from a distance.
"He bought treats for the rescue animals at the academy," Harry called out while polishing the espresso machine, a lock of blond hair falling into his eyes. "He has this way about him, like he understands exactly what each creature needs by looking at them. Almost magical, if you ask me."
"Not almost!" Mrs. Wallace, the flower vendor, approached with an armful of carnations. Her chestnut curls escaped a loosely pinned scarf, brushing her freckled cheeks. The blooms shifted from white to pink to deep red and back again. She remained unfazed. "My cousin Marta works at the academy. She swears that man can calm a dragon using just his voice. Shame he's not magical himself. He'd make an incredible familiar specialist."
Suzie nodded, the pink streak in her brown hair catching the morning light. "Those hands of his can gentle a wild griffin. Patient as the day is long, too. When Mrs. Elmsworth's cat got stuck up the old willow, he spent three hours coaxing her down. I hear he never once raised his voice."
"He treats every animal as if it's precious," Mrs. Wallace added. Her carnations shifted to luminous pinks and golds. Her eyes crinkled with amusement at Suzie's story. "Unlike some familiar specialists I could name." She cast a meaningful glance toward the fancier side of town, where Finn Shadowmist kept his practice.
Phoebe leaned forward, intrigued by the high praise. "He sounds remarkable."
"Oh, he is, and he's cute with it." Suzie winked. "Rescued a whole family of phoenix chicks last month when their nest burned in that lightning storm. Built them special heated perches and everything. He's a natural with animals, that one. Shame he keeps to himself so much."
A restless ache stirred inside Phoebe as she listened. Here was a man who understood animals. He got them—saw their wild spirits and fragile souls. To him, they weren't mere tools or pets. She imagined he'd understand the invisible thread that tied her to every familiar. A wish flickered to life within her. Was it selfish to dream of a man who shared her interest in animals and thought the same way she did?
The bushes to her right rustled, interrupting her thoughts. A chestnut-colored head eased from the shadows. The mental touch hit her immediately—a dog in distress tickled her mind. The sensation contrasted with the magpie's cheerful greeting. This was urgent. Painful. Tinged with hope and wariness.
The dog hesitated on seeing her, assessing her with the careful intelligence of an animal who'd learned not all humans were trustworthy. A beautiful creature despite his obvious rough circumstances—a spaniel mix with a shaggy coat that would be magnificent if he weren't so thin. But it was the emotional resonance drifting from him that made her chest clench. Her pendant hummed in response.
Hurt, came the simple thought. Waves of physical discomfort followed, mixed with the exhaustion of dealing with pain for too long.
"Hello there, handsome," she murmured, shifting into the gentle tone she used with frightened animals. "Is there something I can help you with?"
The dog cocked his head. Surprise flickered through their connection. Most humans couldn't perceive an animal's distress. His wariness decreased, replaced by a tentative hope that made her chest tighten. Please let him trust me. She wanted to ease his anguish.
Helper? The concept came with images. Flashes of other humans who'd treated him with kindness mixed with darker memories of those who hadn't. This dog had been alone for a while.
"I'd like to try." She kept her voice low and nonthreatening. "Will you let me see what's wrong?"
After a moment of internal debate—she felt it ripple across her consciousness like stones dropped in still water—the dog pushed through the bushes. He held his right front paw at an awkward angle. Sharp, constant pain radiated from it.
Thorn, he communicated. A memory followed—stepping near a rosebush, then sharp agony. Stuck deep. Can't get out.
"Oh, you poor thing," she said, her sympathy flooding through her. Around them, the other coffee drinkers noticed the interaction, but Phoebe's focus narrowed to this one suffering creature. "Would you like me to look? Perhaps I can help."
The dog's hesitation was brief. Something about her—maybe the way she understood him—had earned his trust. He limped toward her and extended his injured paw. A gesture of faith that brought tears to her eyes.
She immediately saw the problem. A large thorn embedded deep in the soft pad of his paw, the surrounding area swollen and tender. It must have been causing him agony for days.
It will hurt to remove, she projected, wanting to be honest with him. But once it's out, the healing can begin.
The dog's response was a mix of gratitude, resignation, and determination. He'd lived with this pain long enough. Temporary discomfort was worth the promise of relief.
Trust, he sent back. He settled down, placing his paw more securely in her hands.
"You're such a brave boy." She reached into her handbag for the emergency kit she always carried. Her charm bracelet caught the sun—the one Hazel had given her after her first successful familiar match. Years of working with animals had taught her to be prepared for minor injuries. "What's your name, sweetheart? Do you have a family somewhere?"
She received a complicated response. Images of a comfy house. A kind, older woman with gray hair. Then sadness, loss, and confusion. Someone had loved this dog, but now he was alone. Whether the owner had died or he'd become lost, she couldn't tell.
Winston came the clear thought, along with dignity despite his current circumstances.
"Winston," she repeated, testing the name. "It suits you. Now, let me see what I can do about this thorn."
As she worked, her pendant hummed. The connection between her and Winston deepened. This was more than simple veterinary care. It was the beginning of the magical process that would help her understand exactly where Winston belonged.
She examined the injured paw, probing around the thorn while opening her magical senses. Winston was intelligent. Loyal. Caring. He needed someone patient, someone who would appreciate his gentle nature while giving him purpose.
"This will hurt," she warned him. "But I think I can get it out in one piece if you can remain still."
Ready, Winston replied, though tension shivered through his compact body.
She grasped the thorn with her tweezers, angling for the best grip. A bit of healing magic flowed through her touch, numbing the worst of the pain. Winston's grateful surprise rippled through their connection.
Almost done, brave one. You're doing well.
With a firm, steady pull, the thorn came free. Longer than she'd expected. Wickedly sharp. Winston's relief flooded through so intensely that she gasped.
"There we go," she said, examining the thorn before tossing it aside. "Let me treat this for you."
She cleaned the wound with antiseptic wipes, then applied a touch of healing magic to speed up the recovery. As she worked, the pendant's energy stirred, showing her images—Winston's perfect match.
An older man. Lonely. Strong hands made for gentle care. A garden where a dog could run, yet close enough to town for social visits. Someone who needed a companion as much as Winston needed a home.
Better, Winston sent. His gratitude was so sincere it brought fresh tears to her eyes. Much better. Thank you, helper.
"You're very welcome." She packed up her supplies. The rush of relief was heady. "The wound should heal now. Stay off it as much as possible for a few days."
Winston stood and tested his weight on the paw. She sensed lingering sensitivity, but the sharp pain had eased. He regarded her with intelligent brown eyes, and she perceived his internal debate. He wanted to stay near his rescuer, but he was proud and hated to be a burden.
"You can't stay out here tonight. Not with that paw still tender. And you're far too thin." An idea sparked. Her pendant vibrated with steady certainty. "I know exactly who you need to meet."
The match was so plain in her mind she could almost see it. Arthur Fletcher, recently widowed, whose old sheepdog had passed last month. She'd seen him at the market, his shoulders bent with grief and loneliness. Their needs ran equally deep.
"Come on, handsome. I'm going to introduce you to someone special."
Winston's tail gave a tentative wag.
Twenty minutes later, Phoebe watched with quiet satisfaction. Arthur Fletcher knelt in his garden, tears running down his weathered cheeks. Winston pressed close, enjoying the scratch behind his ears. Her pendant hummed with joy—that magical moment when souls recognize their counterparts.
"He chose you," she told Arthur. "That's how you know it's right."
Good human, Winston projected one last time. His mental voice was now filled with contentment rather than pain. Will remember kindness always.
Satisfaction swelled inside her as she walked back to her shop. This was why she'd found her way to Fablewood. To bring together kindred spirits. To heal animals and humans through the magic of companionship.
Beneath her satisfaction, a new restlessness stirred. The conversation about Toby Featherwick lingered in her mind. Someone who understood animals as she did. Gifted with the rare ability to see beyond surface needs to the deeper bonds. When had she last met anyone who truly grasped the sacred connection between witch and familiar?
Yes, she'd seen him once at the market. He had been kneeling beside Mrs. Elmsworth's skittish ferret, which hissed at anyone who came close. But the moment Toby reached for the carrier, the animal went still—then began to purr. Mrs. Elmsworth had marveled at his natural way with animals, especially since he wasn't magical. Still, Phoebe found the sudden change strange. Even the best non-magical handlers needed time to win over a frightened creature.
She'd dismissed the thought then as overthinking. But surely he must have a touch of magic to help so many animals.
The sight of number sixteen settled her scattered thoughts. Her business and home. She unlocked the side door with a key that glowed blue at her touch—the security charm recognizing her mystic signature. At the top of the stairs, she caught her reflection in the enchanted mirror. The piece revealed not just her face, but the subtle aura of her magic. Today, it shimmered in sun-kissed golds and greens, with silver threads of curiosity weaving through like delicate veins.
Her shop had once been a magical apothecary. It still hummed with enchantment. Herbs sprouted from stone cracks. Floorboards sang underfoot. The front windows shifted to show joy or guilt, depending on who gazed through them.
Eager to start her tasks, Phoebe dove into the boxes of new stock. The familiar collars came in every shade, some not even found in nature. One glowed like a sunset. Another whispered forest secrets. Her favorite shimmered with starlight. Each held a touch of magic, but they still needed her personal attention to elevate them.
As she worked, enchanting each collar with bonding spells, the shop filled with quiet music. Purring reds. Wind-chiming blues. Rustling greens. Each note added to the living harmony of her craft.
She paused, holding a deep blue collar that hummed with ocean magic. Three years ago, lighting a candle without singeing her eyebrows had been a monumental achievement. Hazel had guided her through the most basic enchantments. Simple heat charms that lasted mere minutes. Protection spells that fizzled out before sunset.
Now she wove complex bonding magic as effortlessly as breathing. She layered enchantments that would strengthen and adapt as familiars grew with their companions. The spells responded to her intent with an eagerness that still surprised her. She may have come to magic later than most, but she had found her true calling. The deep connection between creatures and their chosen humans—that was her gift.
Next came the box of homemade treats from Luna Brightbaker, a gifted sixteen-year-old kitchen witch. The owl treats fascinated her most. They were plain until held to the light, when they revealed shifting patterns. According to Luna, dream dust had accidentally found its way into the recipe during a windstorm. The owls loved them.
But as she arranged the treats in their charmed baskets, her thoughts kept drifting. Three different people had spoken of the animal sanctuary keeper with affection and respect. Someone who could calm dragons and soothe wild griffins. Who had the patience to spend hours rescuing a frightened cat. He sounded intriguing indeed.
They could trade tips. Learn from each other. But her natural shyness made the idea of meeting men daunting. A pinch of imposter syndrome didn't help. With customers and familiars, it was different. She wondered how she might ever meet this man. And if he'd like her.
A knock at her door interrupted her reverie.
"Phoebe, dear, I'm so sorry to bother you, but it's Ginger," Mrs. Pemberton said. Her silvery-white curls escaped in wisps as she fussed with the cat carrier. Her worn cardigan slipped slightly at the shoulders, and she twisted the clasp nervously. "He's been acting most peculiar since yesterday, refusing to eat and behaving as if we have ghosts. Even I keep jumping and glancing over my shoulder."
Through the carrier's mesh, Mrs. Pemberton's ginger tabby pressed against the back wall. His wide eyes held a raw, trembling fear she had never seen before. Even more unsettling was his magical signature. The rhythm seemed fractured, like a haunted melody played on broken strings. It was as if a restless spirit clung to him.
"Of course. Bring him in," Phoebe said, though a frisson ran down her spine. First, Winston with his embedded thorn, now Ginger with mysterious behavioral changes.
As Mrs. Pemberton settled into the consultation chair, Phoebe felt a gnawing unease. Something was wrong. These incidents weren't isolated—something more than ordinary illness or injury was disturbing Fablewood's familiars.
A tentative warmth bloomed within her. Hope fueled by the whispers she'd heard about the animal sanctuary man. An expert like him could be precisely what they needed. Maybe she'd meet him sooner than she expected.
But beneath that hope lurked a deeper unease. Whatever was happening, it was growing. And
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