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Cole Maddox didn’t believe in fate, magic, or people who used the word “journey” unironically.

Especially not before coffee.

He shoved open the door to Whimsy Books, letting the little brass bell above it shriek like a dying fairy. The scent inside punched him in the face—paper, dust, and something weirdly floral, like a hippie had exploded in a library.

“Absolutely not,” he muttered, stepping over a stack of books labeled ‘DO NOT TOUCH (seriously, Greg)’ in Sharpie.

The bookstore looked like a sentient tornado had tried alphabetizing. Shelves leaned like they’d lost the will to live. A stuffed raven wearing a monocle perched on top of the cash register. Someone had turned the self-help section into a pillow fort.

This? This was what his uncle had left him?

From behind a tower of romance novels, a voice chirped, “If you’re selling it, I’m chaining myself to the mystery section.”

Cole blinked.

Out popped a woman in sunflower-yellow overalls, holding a clipboard and a half-eaten scone like twin weapons. Her curly hair was tied up in a red bandana, and she wore mismatched socks like it was a choice. She looked like a cartoon that had wandered off its page and refused to go back.

“You must be Cole,” she said, eyeing him like a bad Yelp review. “You’re taller than I expected. And broodier.”

“Ellie?” he guessed.

She narrowed her eyes. “You sound disappointed.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s generous of you. Disappointment implies I had expectations.”

A tense pause. Somewhere in the back, a thud echoed—either a ghost or a collapsing tower of cookbooks.

Ellie’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Well, I guess we’re both grieving.”

Cole adjusted the strap of his satchel and glanced around. “This place is one permit away from being condemned. My uncle really left this to me?”

“Technically, he left it to ‘the person who needs it most,’” Ellie said, quoting with air-fingers. “But you got the legal deed. Congrats.”

He ignored the sarcasm. “Great. I’ll have it listed by Friday.”

Ellie took a loud bite of scone. “I’m sorry, did you say Friday? As in this week?”

“I’m not running a bookstore, sunshine.”

“Good,” she snapped. “You’d run it into the ground by Monday.”

Cole turned toward her fully, stepping closer. “Listen, I write for a living. I know how this story goes. Quirky little shop in a dying town, inherited by a grumpy outsider. They fight, they flirt, they fall in love. But I’m not here to play narrative bingo. I’m here to sell.”

Ellie’s eyes sparkled. “You really think you’re the grumpy outsider, huh?”

He blinked. “Aren’t I?”

“No. You’re the villain in the first act. And I’m the underpaid protagonist who saves the town.”

A beat of silence.

Then she turned, flipping her clipboard like a mic drop. “Anyway, we open in fifteen. I’ve got a tea workshop and a screaming toddler scheduled for the same time slot, so unless you’re here to restock bookmarks or vacuum cobwebs out of the ceiling fan, kindly disappear.”

Cole watched her march off—confident, chaotic, and completely out of her mind.

The bell jingled again as he stepped outside into the hazy morning sun. The town of Greystone Hollow didn’t look mystical or magical. It looked tired. Brick buildings with peeling paint. A flower shop trying too hard. A lamppost that leaned like it had secrets.

He exhaled hard and muttered, “What the hell did you get me into, Uncle Theo?”

Back inside, books rearranged themselves on a shelf behind Ellie.

She didn’t notice.

Not yet.
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Cole returned the next morning with a plan: ignore the chaos, endure the weirdos, find a buyer, and get out.

He did not expect a staff meeting.

He didn’t even know there was a staff.

“Morning, Broody,” Ellie said without looking up from her planner. She was sitting cross-legged on the counter, sipping something aggressively herbal from a chipped mug labeled ‘Tea Witch.’

Cole stood in the doorway, blinking like a man who had walked into the wrong sitcom. “You live here?”

“I work here,” she said. “Though it’s not always clear which is worse.”

A moment later, more people shuffled in, like summoned by chaos itself. First came a tall, wiry guy with a backpack full of wires and a shirt that read Bigfoot Is My Copilot. He gave Cole a nod like they shared some unspoken conspiracy.

“Greg,” Ellie said. “He handles shelving and small-scale paranoia.”

Greg saluted. “The CIA once burned a bookstore to hide a code.”

Cole opened his mouth, closed it again, and just stared.

Next came a woman in floaty layers, bracelets jangling like wind chimes. She carried a tray of baked goods and a crystal the size of a grapefruit. “Blessed morning,” she sang. “I brought lavender scones and positive vibrations.”

“Thanks, Wren,” Ellie said. “Cole, meet our barista-slash-moon priestess.”

Cole nodded slowly. “Sure. Okay.”

A teenage girl with half-pink hair rolled in after them, earbuds in, face set to permanent judgment. She didn’t look up from her phone.

“That’s June,” Ellie added. “She runs our social media. Sometimes. When she’s not on strike.”

“I’m not on strike,” June said, deadpan. “I’m spiritually disengaged.”

Greg nodded solemnly. “Same.”

Cole cleared his throat. “I wasn’t told there were employees.”

“You weren’t told a lot of things,” Ellie said. “Now. Meeting time.”

He frowned. “Why would I—?”

“You’re technically the owner, right? That makes you our boss. And if you’re going to sell our home out from under us, the least you can do is hear how much we hate the idea over muffins.”

Greg raised a hand. “Mine has blueberries. I’m staying neutral.”

“Noted,” Ellie said.

Wren lit a stick of incense that made Cole’s eyes water. “The store’s energy is very... tense today.”

“That’s just him,” June said, nodding toward Cole.

“I’m not tense,” Cole said tightly.

Ellie handed him a mini notebook labeled ‘Emergency Feelings Log.’ “Just in case.”

He dropped it on the counter like it might be contagious.

Ellie clapped once. “Okay! Let’s start with updates. Greg?”

Greg pulled out a laminated floor map. “The cookbooks are fighting with the biographies again. I think the shelves are migrating.”

Wren looked concerned. “The Tarot deck vanished last night. The whole thing. Gone.”

“I didn’t take it,” June said, eyes still glued to her screen.

“No one said you did,” Wren replied sweetly.

“I’m just pre-denying,” June shrugged.

Cole looked around. “This is not a staff meeting. This is a cry for help in four acts.”

Ellie turned to him. “Do you have anything to report, Boss?”

He looked her straight in the eye. “Yes. This store is barely solvent. The inventory system is a disaster. The plumbing hums in G minor. And unless one of you has a degree in accounting, this place has two months to live.”

They stared at him.

Greg raised a hand. “I do have an Excel spreadsheet that tracks UFO sightings and snack inventory, if that helps.”

“It doesn’t,” Cole said flatly.

Wren gave him a pity smile. “Maybe if you spent more time here, the store would like you more.”

“I’m not trying to date the store.”

Ellie’s expression flickered—something between laughter and annoyance. “You don’t have to date it. Just respect it.”

“I don’t respect buildings,” Cole said. “They don’t have feelings.”

June muttered, “That’s what people say right before they get haunted.”

Greg nodded. “Big haunted energy.”

The meeting dissolved the way it had begun—without warning or structure. Wren floated off to her cafe nook. Greg returned to muttering to the biographies. June disappeared upstairs.

And Ellie hopped off the counter and turned to Cole with a smile that meant war.

“You’re not selling this place without a fight,” she said.

Cole crossed his arms. “You can’t stop me.”

“Oh no?” she said, stepping closer. “This store has survived two recessions, a mold crisis, and a squirrel uprising. You think it’s scared of you?”

“Lady, I’ve survived New York publishing. You’re not even in my top ten.”

She leaned in. “Let’s see what number I make by the end of the week.”

Then she turned and disappeared behind a curtain labeled ‘Staff Only (Except Greg).’

Cole stood there a long moment, in the middle of a bookstore that hummed like it was holding its breath.

Somewhere above, a book fell with a loud thud.

He didn’t flinch.

But he did mutter, “I need a drink.”

The brass bell laughed as he left.
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Thursdays were book club days, which Cole only discovered after he sat in the mystery section with a coffee, hoping to enjoy ten minutes of silence.

Big mistake.

“—And that’s when he shows up,” Ellie said loudly, gesturing to him like he was a cautionary tale come to life. “Right in the middle of inventory week. No warning. Just bam, here to bulldoze the place.”

Half a dozen women—all sipping tea, surrounded by stacks of Agatha Christie and cozy murder—turned in unison to stare at him. The vibe was somewhere between disappointed aunt and jury selection.

Cole set his mug down and stood. “I didn’t bulldoze anything. I suggested moving some inventory to storage. You know, the piles on the floor? The ones with spiders.”

Ellie crossed her arms. “Those are curated floor-level displays.”

“They’re fire hazards.”

“They’re whimsical.”

“They’re liability lawsuits waiting to happen.”

One of the book club ladies—a tiny silver-haired woman with murder in her eyes—raised her hand. “Are you two married or just flirting badly?”

“We’re not flirting,” they both snapped.

The group chuckled.

Cole pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look. I’m not here to be the villain. But this place bleeds money, Ellie. That’s not poetic. It’s math.”

She stepped forward, voice rising. “And I told you—this bookstore isn’t just books and numbers. It’s us. It’s community. People come here to belong.”

“Then they can belong somewhere
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