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      The grandfather clock in the corner of The Holiday Emporium chimed five times, its deep tones echoing through the cluttered shop. Lily Harper smiled. That clock, with intricately carved woodwork and a gold face, had been her first purchase when she opened the shop five years ago, right after her divorce from Richard. It had been liberating to buy something without asking him first, and now, every time it chimed, she congratulated herself on the new life she’d built.

      Opening The Holiday Emporium was a culmination of her dreams after twenty years of Richard telling her that her fascination with holidays and celebrations was childish. She’d used her divorce settlement to buy this little slice of Main Street, transforming it from a dusty antique store into a haven of seasonal celebration.

      Her friends had thought she was crazy to trade a secure marriage and comfortable suburban life for a single life and a shop. Especially in a town in the middle of New England, where she knew no one.

      She hadn’t been alone, though. Two days after signing the divorce papers, she’d visited the local shelter, just to look. That’s where she’d found Domino, or perhaps he’d found her. The spotted dog had pressed against the cage door, his brown eyes seeming to understand what she needed.

      “A Dalmatian at your age, Lily?” Richard said when she told him. “Those dogs are incredibly energetic.” But for once, she hadn’t listened. Richard’s opinion didn’t matter anymore.

      Five years later, her impulsive decision proved to be her best. Domino was her constant companion and best friend. And Hollowhaven had welcomed her, embraced her quirks, celebrated her passion for holidays. Here, no one rolled their eyes when she spent hours arranging window displays or questioned why a grown woman would get so excited about Halloween decorations.

      These days, her routine brought her more joy than all those years of trying to be the perfect doctor’s wife. Every morning, she and Domino would walk down Main Street, greeting other early risers and watching the town wake up. Then she’d open her shop, adjust the displays, and chat with customers who’d become friends. Sometimes she wondered if Richard would recognize her if their paths crossed. She no longer dyed her silver-streaked auburn hair to please him, and these days she wore comfortable clothes instead of the designer outfits he’d preferred.

      “It’s another day in paradise, isn’t it, Domino?” Lily said. The dog’s tail thumped against his plush bed in response, his spotted coat a stark contrast to the riot of orange, black, and purple surrounding him.

      Lily chuckled, laugh lines crinkling the corners of her green eyes, and shook her hair. She smoothed down her favorite Halloween sweater, a comfortable armor against the crisp autumn air. At fifty-two, she’d found her calling in this quaint shop in Hollowhaven. The town warmed her soul, with its tree-lined streets, lush parks, Victorian-era buildings, and cute stores.

      She made her way to the front door and poked her head outside. Could she close up yet, or would she have any last-minute visitors? Coming back inside, the aroma of cinnamon, pumpkin spice, and zesty orange reminded her that Halloween was her favorite holiday. She spent weeks—no, months—before the spooky season getting everything ready, with the best decorations, costumes, and candy for her loyal patrons.

      Lily’s eyes roamed over the eclectic collection of Halloween paraphernalia. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with everything from delicate, hand-painted witch figurines to glow-in-the-dark skeleton garlands. A life-sized animatronic werewolf stood guard in one corner, while antique ouija boards hung on the wall behind the counter. Next to them were shelves lined with vintage-style jars filled with colorful candies, and intricately carved wooden pumpkins. The opposite wall displayed an array of costumes, ranging from classic vampires to trendy pop culture outfits.

      “What do I need to do before I close?” She pulled a notebook from beneath the counter but hadn’t opened it when Domino’s head shot up. His ears perked forward. The shop door opened with a creak that Lily swore hadn’t been there yesterday.

      “Lily! You won’t believe what I just heard.” Zoe Foster, Lily’s best friend and the town historian, burst in, her round cheeks flushed with excitement. A petite woman in her early sixties with salt-and-pepper hair pulled back in a messy bun, she clutched a stack of old newspapers to her chest. Making her way to the counter, she knocked into a life-size skeleton.

      Lily steadied her friend with a laugh. “What’s got you all worked up? I was just winding down, getting ready to close up. I have to go to the Records Office in the Town Hall, and they close soon.”

      Domino padded over to greet Zoe, his nails clicking on the floor, his tail wagging a welcome.

      “Hello, handsome,” Zoe cooed, giving the Dalmatian a quick pat before turning back to Lily, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. “Why are you going to the Records Office? Is there anything I can help you with?”

      “I’m going to check where my property lines are before I install the Halloween displays. The last thing I need is trouble with my neighbors over my giant animatronic spider.”

      “Forget that for the moment. I have something far more interesting to tell you. It’s about the graveyard and those ghost stories we’ve been hearing.”

      Lily raised an eyebrow, leaning against the counter. “You mean the ones Mayor Thornton keeps trying to downplay? What about them?”

      “Well,” Zoe lowered her voice, glancing around as if the vintage Halloween masks on the walls might be listening. “I found these old articles while I was doing some research. There have been sightings of ghosts in the graveyard for the past hundred years.”

      As Zoe spread the yellowed newspapers across the counter, Lily experienced a familiar tingle of curiosity. The mysterious and unexplained excited her. It had driven Richard crazy, her constant need to explore the unknown, but here in Hollowhaven, she’d found a place where she could celebrate her interests.

      “Look here,” Zoe pointed to a faded photograph, her finger trembling with excitement. “This photo’s from 1923. See that blur in the background? Doesn’t it look like the ghosts people have been describing?”

      Lily squinted at the image, pushing her reading glasses up her nose. There were three indistinct, luminous shapes hovering among the gravestones. “Huh, that’s interesting. But Zoe, old photographs can be misleading. Remember that fairy photo hoax you told me about? Back in 1917? The one in England?”

      Zoe waved her hand. “This is different, Lily. Look at the article. The photographer swore he saw nothing when he took the picture. It was only when he developed it that these shapes appeared.”

      The shop door chimed again. Mayor Eliza Thornton strode in, wearing a crisp business-like pantsuit, which seemed at odds with the whimsical Halloween decor. At forty-five, Eliza was the youngest mayor in Hollowhaven’s history, and she carried herself with an air of authority that filled the small shop.

      “Good evening, ladies,” she said, frowning as she took in the scattered newspapers. “I hope you’re not entertaining those ridiculous ghost stories, Lily. We need to focus on making this year’s Halloween festival the best yet. Tourism is down, and we can’t afford any negative publicity.”

      Lily and Zoe exchanged a quick glance. “Of course not, Mayor,” Lily said, sliding the newspapers into a drawer. “Just catching up on some local history. How can I help you today?”

      While the mayor discussed festival preparations, Lily’s mind wandered. She’d walked past the graveyard hundreds of times with Domino, admiring the old stones and the gnarled oak trees that stood sentinel over the dead. But had she missed signs of the supernatural?

      “Lily? Are you listening?” Mayor Thornton’s sharp tone snapped her back to the present.

      “I’m sorry, Eliza. What were you saying?”

      The mayor started speaking about the pumpkin carving competition, but Lily still couldn’t focus. Her gaze drifted to the window. Outside, leaves in shades of red and gold danced in the breeze as a group of teenagers walked by, their excited chatter about Halloween costumes drifting through the glass.

      Finally, the mayor left, and Zoe turned to Lily with a mischievous glint in her eye. “Let’s take a little walk to the graveyard. I think Domino could use some exercise, don’t you?”

      “Yes. That’s a good idea,” Lily said. “Come help with my property records first.” As Lily turned the store sign to ‘Closed’, the grandfather clock chimed the half-hour, its sound following them out into the crisp autumn air.

      On Main Street, the late afternoon sun cast long shadows between the Victorian buildings. The Holiday Emporium sat in the heart of downtown, nestled between Morton’s Bookshop and The Daily Grind coffee house. Across the street, the window of Peterson’s Bakery displayed Halloween cookies, and the warm scent of fresh bread drifted out each time the door opened.

      Main Street, lined with maple trees, curved through Hollowhaven’s centre. The town had grown outward from this historic core, but the oldest buildings remained unchanged, with their brick facades and elaborate cornice. The town square, with its iconic gazebo and ancient oak trees, lay two blocks east, while the cemetery occupied the quiet northern edge of town, its wrought-iron gates visible from certain angles of Main Street.

      They walked past Emma’s Flower Shop, where orange and yellow chrysanthemums spilled from wooden barrels. At the Cozy Corner Café, early diners were already claiming window tables. The antique shops and art galleries that made Hollowhaven a weekend destination for tourists were closing for the day, their proprietors waving friendly greetings as Lily and Zoe passed.

      Town Hall dominated the end of the street, its red brick tower and copper dome gleaming in the autumn light. The building, the seat of local government since Hollowhaven’s founding, was their destination, and ten minutes later, they reached it.

      The Records Office occupied the basement and smelled of old paper and furniture polish. Behind the counter sat a man in his forties, in wire-rimmed glasses and a gray cardigan that matched the industrial carpet. His name, according to the nameplate on his desk, was Toby Mitchell. He observed Lily’s Halloween-themed sweater with disdain, then said, “Can I help you?”

      “Yes, please. I need to check the property boundaries of 42 Main Street.”

      “Ah.” He frowned for a moment, straightening an already-straight stack of papers. “The, uh, seasonal establishment. Is that right?” He seemed pleased with himself, as if he had answered a tie-breaking question on a TV quiz show.

      Lily bit back a smile. “Yes. That’s the one.”

      Toby Mitchell stood, his movements as precise as a robot. “Follow me.” He led her and Zoe through rows of filing cabinets, each of his steps measured. “Fascinating thing about Hollowhaven’s property records,” he said, pulling out a drawer with practiced efficiency. “Some of these deeds date back to the town’s founding. History has value, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I suppose it does,” Lily said, watching as he extracted a file with gloved hands. She wondered why, as there was nothing rare or precious about her files.

      “Most people don’t appreciate preservation. But all our records here in Hollowhaven are old. Your building has been standing for well over a hundred years.”

      Lily already knew that, but tried to look impressed.

      “People think everything should be digital now. But paper holds secrets that computers can’t capture.”

      Domino, who had been sitting at Lily’s feet, whined.

      Toby’s eyebrow twitched. “We don’t allow dogs in here. The oils in their fur damage the documents.”

      “Sorry,” Lily said. “He’s very well-behaved. We’ll be quick.” She passed Domino’s lead to Zoe, demonstrating that the dog wouldn’t be too close to the records.

      As Toby detailed her property boundaries, Lily noticed how his eyes kept darting to the older records visible through the filing cabinet’s open drawer.

      “Well, is that everything?” he said, closing the file with careful precision. “Though...” He hesitated. “If you’re interested in the history of your property, I could pull some additional records. I often work late, researching the town’s past. It’s a personal passion of mine.”

      “Maybe another time,” Lily said, taking the dog’s lead back from Zoe. She headed to the door. Like Zoe, the clerk was fervent about history, but she wondered if he was making a hit on her. She wasn’t interested in dating.

      Outside, Domino shook himself as if throwing off a chill, and Zoe gave her a cheeky smile.

      “Let’s go, Domino,” Lily said, bending down to scratch behind the dog’s ears. “I’m glad to get out of there.”
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      Domino whined again, a sign of how excited he was about their walk.

      “Are you ready for an adventure, boy?” she said.

      Main Street was quiet, though light still spilled from The Daily Grind, where late customers nursed their coffees. Shop owners were closing up, flipping signs and counting tills. The town glowed in the approaching twilight. Jack-o’-lanterns flickered to life on porches, their carved grins both welcoming and eerie. The scents of wood smoke and apple cider hung in the air, mingling with the earthy aroma of fallen leaves.

      Lily pulled her jacket close around her, although she didn’t mind the cold too much. This was her favorite time of year, with Halloween approaching, followed by Christmas. She watched as Mr. Peterson locked up his bakery, the last trays of pumpkin muffins sold out.

      “Let’s stop for a moment and get hot chocolate.” Zoe crossed to the Cozy Corner Café. “Ghost hunting is thirsty work, you know.”

      “I thought we were only taking an innocent evening stroll.”

      Zoe’s lavender perfume hung in a subtle cloud around her. “I saw that gleam in your eye back at the shop. You can’t fool me, Lily Harper. You’re as curious about these apparitions as I am.”

      Zoe placed their order for the hot drinks and a marshmallow for Domino. The café was emptying, with only a few regulars lingering over their evening coffee, their conversations a soft murmur. When the steaming chocolates arrived minutes later, topped
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