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      The tower of enchanted snow globes wobbled.

      Maeve Wren held her breath, hands outstretched as if she could steady the display through sheer willpower. She'd spent forty-five minutes arranging the globes in a perfect spiral, each one charmed to play a different carol when shaken. The effect was meant to be magical. Whimsical. The kind of thing that made customers reach for their wallets while murmuring about how they simply had to have one.

      The tower held.

      Maeve exhaled. Three days until the Merry Menagerie Christmas Extravaganza, and her shop, Paws & Prophesies, had never looked better. Fairy lights twinkled from every beam. The treat counter gleamed with gingerbread bones and candy-cane catnip mice. Even the séance nook had been dressed up with velvet ribbons and holly sprigs, though she'd drawn the line at putting a Santa hat on the crystal ball.

      "You're blocking my light."

      The voice came from somewhere near the vintage pet collar display. Resident ghost, Violet Winters, drifted through a rack of hand-knitted dog sweaters, her 1920s bob perfectly finger-waved, her expression suggesting she'd just bitten into something sour.

      "There's plenty of light," Maeve said. "The whole shop is lit up like a department store."

      "Precisely the problem." Violet examined her spectral fingernails with theatrical disdain. "Christmas has gone downhill since the invention of plastic tinsel. In my day, we used real silver. And candles. None of this—" She gestured at the fairy lights. "Blinking."

      "Character."

      "Fire hazard."

      From his perch on the counter, Nimbus lifted his gray head and yawned, displaying impressive fangs. His opinion on the Christmas decorations had been made clear three days ago, when he'd systematically pushed every ornament within paw's reach onto the floor. Maeve had moved the ornaments higher. Nimbus had simply looked at her with those bright, knowing eyes, as if accepting the challenge.

      The bell above the door chimed, and Juniper Bloom burst through in a cloud of glitter and enthusiasm.

      "I brought the thing!" She held up her phone like a trophy. "The ring light. For the livestream. I was thinking we could do a whole tour of the shop before the Extravaganza, show people the setup, maybe do a little Q&A about pet auras⁠—"

      "No livestreams," Maeve said.

      "But—"

      "Juniper."

      "Just a tiny one?"

      Violet made a sound of disgust and floated toward the ceiling, presumably to sulk among the rafters. Juniper tracked the movement with wide eyes, then seemed to remember she wasn't supposed to acknowledge the ghost when customers might be watching.

      "The Extravaganza is about community," Maeve said, arranging a display of crystal-infused pet shampoos. "Real connection. People bringing their animals, meeting their neighbors, supporting the shelter donation drive. Not content."

      "Connection is content." Juniper set down her ring light and began unwinding her scarf, which was covered in tiny embroidered cats. "I'm just saying, our follower count has been stuck at⁠—"

      Nimbus stood.

      He stretched, long and slow, his gray fur catching the fairy light glow. Then he stepped delicately across the counter, past the register, past the bowl of complimentary treats, and settled himself directly in front of the snow globe tower.

      "Nimbus," Maeve warned.

      He looked at her. She looked at him.

      His paw came up.

      "Don't you dare."

      The paw tapped the bottom globe. Gently. Almost lovingly.

      The tower swayed.

      Maeve lunged, but physics had already won. The globes cascaded in slow motion, each one hitting the floor with a crystalline crack and bursting into its stored spell. "Jingle Bells" erupted from three different globes in three different keys. A fourth globe released a flurry of enchanted snowflakes that immediately began circling Juniper's head like confused moths. A fifth started playing "O Holy Night" in what sounded like a choir of very small, very drunk mice.

      "Oh no," Juniper whispered, snowflakes settling in her hair. "Oh no, this is so good, where's my phone⁠—"

      "Put the phone down!"

      Nimbus leaped off the counter and disappeared behind the treat display with the air of someone who had urgent business elsewhere.

      Maeve dropped into a crouch, gathering globes and trying to figure out which ones could be salvaged. The enchanted snowflakes had formed a small blizzard near the séance nook. The carol situation was worsening, someone had charmed one of these globes with "Grandma Got Run Over By A Reindeer," which was absolutely not something she'd ordered.

      "I could film the cleanup," Juniper offered. "People love disaster content."

      "They love watching other people's disasters. I'm living this one."

      "Same energy?"

      From somewhere above them, Violet's voice drifted down. "In 1923, I attended a Christmas party where the host's Pomeranian set the tree on fire. Seven people fainted. The punch was spiked with absinthe. That was a disaster worth documenting."

      "Not helpful," Maeve called up.

      "I wasn't trying to be helpful. I was providing historical context."

      The door chimed again.

      Maeve looked up from her crouch on the floor, snow globe shards in her hands, enchanted snowflakes swirling around her head, "Grandma Got Run Over By A Reindeer" still warbling from somewhere near her left knee.

      Dr. Aiden Hart stood in the doorway.

      He was wearing his clinic coat, the one with Seaglass Shores Veterinary embroidered over the pocket. His dark hair was slightly disheveled, as if he'd just run his hands through it. He was holding a small cactus in a pot shaped like a cat.

      "Hi," he said.

      "Hi," Maeve said, from the floor, surrounded by magical Christmas chaos.

      "Is this a bad time?"

      "This is a terrible time."

      "Right." He stepped inside anyway, carefully avoiding the puddle of melted enchanted snow that was forming near the welcome mat. "I brought you a plant. For the shop. A Christmas cactus. Because it's almost Christmas. And you have a shop."

      Juniper made a noise that might have been a suppressed squeal.

      "Thank you," Maeve said, standing and brushing glitter off her jeans. The snowflakes had finally settled, though several had taken up residence in her hair. She could feel them melting slowly, leaving cold trails down the back of her neck. "That's very thoughtful."

      "It's not a big deal." Aiden set the cactus on the counter, then moved it slightly to the left, then moved it back. "I just saw it at the garden center and thought of you. Because of the cat shaped pot. Not because you're prickly. You're not prickly. I mean, cacti aren't really prickly either, that's a misconception, their spines are actually—" He stopped. Took a breath. "I'm going to stop talking about cacti now."

      "I like cacti," Maeve said, which was ridiculous, because she'd never had a strong opinion about cacti in her life.

      "Great. Good. That's good."

      Somewhere above them, Violet made a gagging sound. Maeve ignored her.

      "Are you coming to the Extravaganza?" she asked. "We could use a vet on site. For the animals. In case any of them need... vet things."

      "Vet things," Aiden repeated, and there was a warmth in his voice that made Maeve's cheeks flush. "Yes. I'll be there. For the vet things."

      "Wonderful."

      "Great."

      They stood there, smiling at each other, while Juniper vibrated with barely contained excitement and the last snow globe wheezed out the final bars of "Silent Night."

      "I should get back," Aiden said. "Mrs. Peasley's Chihuahua ate something he shouldn't have. Again."

      "The one who got into the ornaments last week?"

      "Same Chihuahua. Different questionable life choices." He backed toward the door, nearly tripping over a display of organic catnip. "I'll see you at the Extravaganza. Or before. Maybe before. I could come by and... check on the cactus."

      "The cactus would like that."

      "The cactus would like that," Violet repeated from above, her voice dripping with mockery. "Good lord."

      Aiden waved, bumped into the door frame, waved again, and was gone.

      Juniper waited exactly three seconds before exploding. "He likes you. He brought you a plant. He made eye contact for an uncomfortable amount of time. Maeve, this is happening, this is actually happening⁠—"

      "Nothing is happening." Maeve picked up the cactus and set it on a shelf near the window, where it caught the afternoon light. The little cat-shaped pot was cute. "He's just being neighborly."

      "He compared you to a cactus and then panicked about it. That's not neighborly, that's smitten."

      "He's been here three weeks. People don't get smitten in three weeks."

      "People get smitten in three seconds. I have TikToks to prove it."

      Maeve was spared from responding by Nimbus, who emerged from behind the treats and began grooming himself with elaborate unconcern. She pointed at him.

      "You. You're on thin ice."

      He blinked at her. The blink clearly communicated that he had no idea what she was talking about, and also that he was innocent, and also that if she didn't produce his evening meal on time, he would make her regret it.

      "The amount of chaos that cat generates," Violet said, descending from the rafters, "you'd think he was doing it on purpose."

      "He is doing it on purpose."

      "Well, yes. But you'd think it."

      Maeve spent the next half hour cleaning up the snow globe disaster, salvaging what she could, and making a list of everything she'd need to replace before the Extravaganza. Juniper helped, mostly by providing commentary and occasionally sweeping up glitter with more enthusiasm than technique. Violet supervised from various perches around the shop, offering critiques on everything from Maeve's organizational system to the quality of modern Christmas music.

      By five o'clock, the shop was mostly back in order. The fairy lights twinkled. The treats were arranged attractively. The séance nook looked mysterious and inviting, if you ignored the small scorch mark on the floor from last month's incident with the possessed candle.

      Maeve was just starting to relax when the door opened.

      No chime. No jingle of bells. The fairy lights flickered once, twice, and went still.

      Camellia Frost swept into Paws & Prophesies like a woman who had never in her life been kept waiting.

      She was tall and immaculately dressed, wrapped in a cream-colored coat that probably cost more than Maeve's monthly rent. Her silver hair was swept up in an elegant twist. Her perfume arrived three seconds before she did, something expensive and vaguely floral, the kind of scent that announced breeding and bank accounts.

      "Ms. Wren." It wasn't a question.

      "Mrs. Frost." Maeve straightened, suddenly aware of the glitter still clinging to her sweater. "I wasn't expecting you until⁠—"

      "I prefer to see establishments before I commit to them." Camellia's gaze swept the shop, indexing every crystal, every jar, every slightly crooked display. "One can learn a great deal from how a business presents itself when it believes no one important is watching."

      Juniper had gone very quiet. Even Nimbus had stopped grooming and was watching the newcomer with unusual interest.

      "I assume you received my request," Camellia continued.

      "I certainly did,” Maeve said. “A private séance before Christmas, which is all booked in for December 22nd.”

      Camellia nodded. "Good. For Sir Fluffington the Third."

      Maeve kept her expression neutral. In her experience, people who named their dogs things like "Sir Fluffington the Third" took those names very seriously. "Your show poodle. You'd like to contact him."

      "He was a champion." Camellia's voice didn't waver, but something shifted in her eyes. Something fragile, quickly hidden. "Three-time Westminster qualifier. Impeccable breeding. And he understood me in ways that humans—" She stopped. Straightened an already straight glove. "I require finesse, Ms. Wren. And discretion."

      "Both of those are included in my services."

      "They'd better be. I'm not in the habit of discussing my personal affairs with strangers, but I've heard things about you. That you can actually—" She paused, as if the words were difficult. "Communicate. With those who have passed."

      "I facilitate connections with departed pets," Maeve said carefully. "Echo séances. Impressions of the bond that remains. It's not a conversation so much as⁠—"

      "I don't need the sales pitch." Camellia reached into her handbag and
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