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Chapter One

The fog rolled into Happy Valley like a silent spell, shrouding the fir trees in pearl-grey mist. Madison Moss stood in front of her newly painted coffee shack, Moonbrew Cafe, and whispered a quiet charm into her thermos. The espresso would stay warm until sunset. It was her first day open for some business, and though her little hexes were technically not legal under the Watchful Eye Ordinance, nobody in Happy Valley was watching too closely. Not yet.

Madison had inherited the coffee shack from her Aunt Faye, who’d vanished under mysterious but stylish circumstances last Solstice. The shack, shaped like an oversized teacup with hand-painted lunar motifs, sat between an overgrown hiking trail and a used bookstore that smelled like fennel and regret. She’d spent the last two months renovating it charm-scrubbing the cabinets, filling the fridge with oat milk, and enchanting the espresso machine to never burn the crema. She had also installed faerie lights (literal ones; she’d coaxed a trio of sugar sprites into the bulbs in exchange for cinnamon dust).

What she hadn’t prepared for was the cat.

It appeared sometime around 9:06 am, a blur of movement and sass that streaked in through the cracked window above the biscotti shelf. The creature landed silently on the bar like it owned the place. Midnight black with one paw dipped in white like it had been carelessly shoved in a sugar bowl, it had the kind of eyes that said, yes, I see your aura and no, I’m not impressed.

“Shoo,” Madison said, brandishing a cinnamon stick.

The cat yawned. Then it curled up on the tip jar and promptly went to sleep.

“You’re not even that cute,” she muttered, nudging the tip jar.

The cat blinked slowly, stood up, stretched like it was made of silk and opinions, then turned around three times and lay back down.

The cat yawned. Then curled and promptly fell asleep.

A middle-aged cyclist entered. He was a balding man in his mid-thirties.

“Cute cat,” he noted, oblivious to the fact the cat watched him.

Madison offered a tight smile.

“She came in with the fog.”

She gave him a small black coffee; he paid and left.

That afternoon, the cat was still there. She hadn’t moved except to occasionally glance toward the window like she was waiting for a very specific ghost to arrive. When Madison tried to pick her up, she got a mild zap of static and the faint impression of a British accent in her brain whispering Try that again and lose a finger, darling.

By dusk, the cat was still there now perched on the espresso machine like a gargoyle.

“You win.” Madison sighed. “You can stay. For now.”

The cat blinked twice and spoke.

“Well, finally. I was beginning to think you were the decaf type.”

Madison froze, her coffee mug nearly slipping from her fingers. Madison stared at the cat. The cat stared back. Then she because yes, that voice was unmistakably feminine and distinctly annoyed arched one brow in a way Madison did not know cats could.

“You … spoke,” Madison said.

“Congratulations, sugarplum,” the cat replied. “She can learn. What do we do next? Bake me a treat? Charmed, I’m sure,” the cat purred. “Call me Thistle. I’ve been sent.”

“By who?”

“Not who, darling. What. The Grove woke up. And it’s looking for you.”

A bell chimed when the door opened. It broke the tension like a dropped drumstick. In walked Bree Henderson. She was the kind of girl you noticed twice. First, because of the hair; a deep, iridescent purple that caught light like oil on water, chopped into an artfully messy bob that looked accidental but absolutely wasn’t.

Second, because of the way she looked at people – head tilted, eyes sharp and unreadable, like she was constantly trying to decide whether you were worth her time or not.

She had multiple piercings, silver hoops in both ears, a tiny star through one nostril, and a single bar through the cartilage high on her left ear. They glinted when she moved, subtle, like little warnings.

Her clothes were a mix of thrifted layers and statement pieces combat boots, chipped nail polish, band shirts she never actually listened to, and at least one jacket covered in hand-stitched sigils no one could read. Bree worked at the coffee shop sometimes.

“Smells like ghosts and cinnamon. Oh, you got a cat. It’s cute with its little white paw. Are you going to call it Socks? And … is that cat judging me?”

“Yes,” Thistle replied. “But only mildly, and if you call me Socks, I’ll leave a mouse on your pillow.”

After ten minutes and one magically calmed panic attack, that Bree had the trio sat in the shop. Madison’s wards hummed faintly, reinforced by her nervous glances at the enchanted ceiling fan (still glitching). Much like many other things that needed fixing.

“So,” Bree said. “Your cat sasses. And there’s … magic unraveling in Happy Valley?”

“Not just magic,” Thistle said, tail flicking. “A convergence. The lines are twitching. And something with a name older than language just cracked open its eye.”

Madison felt the floor hum.

A delicate laugh chimed behind her ear. Not Bree’s. Not Thistle’s.

She turned. A faint sparkle zipped past the sugar jar, a faerie, no bigger than her thumb, grinning with teeth like opals. Its wings were shaped like shattered glass and shimmered with lavender light.

“Oh no,” Bree muttered. “The espresso sprite is back.”

The tiny creature buzzed closer. “Do you have any of the good stuff today?” It chirped. “Just one shot. Maybe two. Maybe seven.” It zipped around the trio.

Madison blinked. “Espresso? Again? Sprig, you remember what happened last time.”

Sprig twirled midair, leaving a faint trail of glitter. “I solved pi! Backwards! Also, I’m banned from the raccoon chess league now, but that’s neither here nor there.”

“No coffee for Sprig,” Bree snapped. “We don’t need another caffeine induced time loop in the muffin case.”

Sprig pouted, then zipped toward the faerie lights overhead and sulked in a flickering bulb.

“I’ll just vibrate angrily then,” it huffed.

“I am happy to eat it, if you want.” Thistle watched the sprite take off into a light.

“I am sure that won’t be necessary.” Madison smiled into her cup.

Outside, the wind shifted. Somewhere deep beneath the roots of Happy Valley, a slumbering thread stirred.

Madison rubbed her temple.

“Thistle, what kind of magical imbalance are we talking about? Like … weird weather and crop circles, or the sky bleeding frogs kind?”

“Somewhere in between,” the cat said. “Let’s just say something’s come back through. Something old. Something that smells like forgotten spells and mildew.”

Bree leaned forward.

“Like a ghost?”

“No,” Thistle replied, flicking her ears. “Worse. A vampire.”

They all sat in silence. Outside, the fog deepened. The wind changed.

And somewhere, deep under Happy Valley, a thread of power that had been dormant for over a hundred years gave the faintest shiver like it had just remembered its name.

Bree looked sad.

“I was hoping for a ghost. Never seen one even here in the magical town. Always wanted to.”

“Not sure what any of this has to do with me,” Madison said, “I just own a coffee shop.”

“And I am the queen of England,” Thistle responded.





Chapter Two

Madison was mid-latte-pour when the front light fizzled and popped above the counter with a small, dramatic snap.

“Not again,” she groaned, stepping back as the bulb let out a final, spiteful flicker before dying completely.

That was the third power issue in a week. She wasn’t sure if it was faulty wiring, Aunt Faye’s leftover glamour wards glitching out, or just the building rebelling against her aesthetic.

Sprig floated down from her light.

“You need to do something about the lights. Or we walk soon. Or you could give me an espresso and we call it a day.”

Madison shook her head. Bree had already left for her other job, opening an herb shop down the hill, and Thistle was currently pretending to nap atop the warm dishwasher, occasionally twitching an ear like she was dreaming of better owners.

Madison wiped her hands on a towel, pulled out her phone, and dialed the number scribbled in faint graphite on the back of the shack’s breaker box: Leo Quinn – Local Repairs – Reasonable Rates. The call rang twice.

“Yeah?” The voice was gravelly but smooth, like someone who’d once considered a jazz career but chose plumbing instead.

“Hi! I was told you handle odd jobs. I’ve got a cafe with possibly cursed wiring. One light just gave out, the espresso machine growls, and the oven’s decided it only likes odd numbers,” Madison said, trying to sound casual and not as desperate as she felt.

“Address
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