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CHAPTER 1 

	THE APOTHECARY ON WILLOW LANE

	There were many places in the town of Bellweather where a person could expect to find something unusual. The old railway station had its collection of forgotten trunks. The antique shop on Market Street displayed clocks that had stopped at strange hours. Even the bakery sometimes produced cakes in shapes that looked nothing like the animals they were supposed to represent.

	But nothing in Bellweather was quite as mysterious as the little shop at the end of Willow Lane.

	Its sign read:

	LOST PETS APOTHECARY

	The words had been painted by hand on a weathered wooden board. The letters were slightly uneven, and the green paint had faded around the edges. Beneath the name was a simple drawing of a paw print surrounded by tiny stars.

	Most people who passed the shop for the first time assumed it was a pet store.

	They were wrong.

	It did not sell puppies or kittens. It did not display cages of birds, tanks of fish, or rows of expensive toys. There were no bright advertisements in the windows and no enormous photographs of smiling dogs.

	Instead, the front window contained photographs.

	Hundreds of them.

	Some were printed on ordinary paper. Others were old photographs with curled edges. There were photographs of dogs, cats, rabbits, parrots, guinea pigs, tortoises, and even one very serious-looking miniature donkey.

	Under many of the photographs were handwritten notes.

	MISSING — PLEASE HELP BRING ME HOME.

	FOUND NEAR THE RIVER.

	SAFE AND WAITING FOR FAMILY.

	HAVE YOU SEEN THIS CAT?

	The photographs changed constantly. Every morning, Anthony Falcon replaced the old notices with new ones, making room for animals that had disappeared during the night or been discovered wandering the streets.

	Anthony was the owner of the shop.

	He was a quiet man in his early forties, with dark hair beginning to show streaks of gray and an expression that made people feel he was listening even before they finished speaking.

	He had not always planned to run an apothecary.

	In fact, he had never planned to run a shop at all.

	Years earlier, Anthony had worked in an ordinary office on the other side of town. His days had been filled with meetings, paperwork, ringing telephones, and endless cups of coffee.

	Then one rainy afternoon, everything changed.

	Anthony had been walking home when he noticed a small dog standing beneath a broken wooden bench.

	The dog was soaked.

	Its fur clung to its body, and one of its paws was lifted slightly from the ground. Around its neck was a worn collar, but there was no readable identification attached to it.

	Anthony stopped.

	The dog looked at him.

	Anthony looked back.

	For several seconds, neither moved.

	Then the dog slowly walked toward him.

	That was the beginning.

	Anthony took the dog somewhere safe, contacted local animal shelters, asked around the neighborhood, and posted notices. Three days later, the dog's family was found.

	The reunion lasted less than five minutes.

	But Anthony never forgot it.

	He remembered the moment the dog's owner saw the animal.

	He remembered the sudden cry.

	He remembered the way the dog jumped into the person's arms.

	Most of all, he remembered what the owner said afterward.

	"I thought I'd lost him forever."

	Those words stayed with Anthony.

	Over the following months, he began helping other people search for lost pets. At first, it was simply something he did after work.

	Then it became a habit.

	He learned which streets animals commonly wandered along. He became familiar with the local shelter workers. He learned how quickly fear could change an animal's behavior. He discovered that some frightened pets would hide for days only a few streets away from their homes.

	He also learned something more important.

	A lost pet was rarely just a lost animal.

	Behind every missing dog was a worried family.

	Behind every missing cat was someone leaving a light on at night.

	Behind every missing rabbit or bird was someone wondering whether they would ever see their companion again.

	That realization eventually led Anthony to Willow Lane.

	The building had once been a small pharmacy. It had stood empty for years, its windows dusty and its sign hanging crookedly above the entrance.

	Anthony rented it, repaired the walls, cleaned the floors, and turned the old building into something entirely different.

	He kept the name "apothecary."

	People often asked him why.

	His answer was simple.

	"An apothecary is supposed to be a place where people come looking for help."

	Then he would smile.

	"Animals need help too."

	Of course, Anthony was not a veterinarian.

	He never pretended to be.

	The shop's purpose was not to replace veterinary professionals, animal shelters, rescue organizations, or emergency services. Instead, it became a place where people could find information, organize searches, prepare safe supplies, learn about responsible pet care, and receive guidance about when professional help was needed.

	The shelves contained notebooks, identification tags, leashes, carriers, flashlights, blankets, cleaning supplies, pet-safe grooming tools, educational books, and carefully labeled wellness products.

	There was also a large cabinet behind the counter.

	People called it the Healing Cabinet.

	It was not filled with mysterious potions as rumors suggested.

	Anthony kept it organized with practical pet-care materials and educational information. Anything involving medication was handled cautiously, and he always encouraged owners to consult a veterinarian before giving medicines or treatments to an animal.

	"Never guess with medicine," he often told customers.

	"Never assume that something safe for one animal is safe for another."

	His philosophy was simple:

	Care first. Knowledge second. Professional help whenever it is needed.

	The shop opened at eight o'clock every morning.

	On most days, the first visitor arrived before eight-thirty.

	Sometimes it was a person carrying a photograph.

	Sometimes it was someone holding a leash with no animal attached.

	Sometimes it was a child.

	Those were usually the hardest visits.

	Children did not always understand why a pet could disappear.

	They only knew that someone they loved was suddenly gone.

	One Monday morning, Anthony was arranging photographs in the front window when the bell above the door rang.

	A woman entered.

	She looked exhausted.

	Her coat was wet from the morning rain, and she held a photograph in both hands.

	Anthony immediately stopped what he was doing.

	"Good morning," he said gently.

	The woman tried to respond, but her voice broke.

	"My cat is missing."

	Anthony nodded.

	"Tell me about her."

	The woman placed the photograph on the counter.

	The cat was gray with a white patch beneath its chin. It had bright yellow eyes and one small nick in its left ear.

	"Her name is Misty," the woman said. "She's eleven years old."

	"When did you last see her?"

	"Last night."

	"Where?"

	"At home. I opened the back door for a few minutes. I thought she was still inside."

	Anthony listened carefully.

	He asked questions.

	Was Misty microchipped?

	Did she wear identification?

	Was she comfortable around strangers?

	Did she normally go outside?

	Were there construction sites nearby?

	Had anyone in the neighborhood reported seeing her?

	The woman answered as best she could.

	Anthony wrote everything down.

	Then he reached for a fresh search sheet.

	"Let's start with the basics," he said.

	The woman looked at him.

	"Do you think we'll find her?"

	Anthony did not make promises he could not keep.

	"I don't know yet," he said. "But we can give ourselves the best chance possible."

	That sentence became one of the most important principles of the Lost Pets Apothecary.

	Hope was valuable, but preparation was better.

	Anthony helped the woman create a simple search plan.

	They would check the immediate area first. They would contact nearby shelters and veterinary clinics. They would notify neighbors. They would prepare clear notices with Misty's photograph and identifying features.

	Anthony reminded her to be careful about sharing personal information publicly and suggested including a safe method for people to make contact.

	Then he handed her a small flashlight.

	"Why do I need this?" she asked.

	"Because frightened cats can hide in places you wouldn't expect."

	She looked at him uncertainly.

	Anthony smiled.

	"And because sometimes the best search begins when the street gets quiet."

	The woman thanked him and left.

	Anthony watched through the window as she walked down Willow Lane.

	Then he looked at Misty's photograph.

	He had seen that expression before.

	The expression of someone afraid that hope might disappear before their pet did.

	Anthony returned to work.

	That was how life operated at the Lost Pets Apothecary.

	Every day brought another story.

	Some animals were found within hours.

	Some took days.

	Some took weeks.

	And some were never found.

	Anthony had learned to accept that painful truth without allowing it to destroy his willingness to help.

	He kept a notebook beneath the counter.

	On the cover were three words:

	Names. Stories. Home.

	Inside were pages and pages of records.

	There was Bruno, a large brown dog who had followed a delivery truck for several miles before being recognized by a mechanic.

	There was Poppy, a rabbit discovered hiding beneath a garden shed.

	There was Jasper, a parrot whose loud imitation of a microwave eventually helped identify his location.

	There was Luna, an elderly dog who had wandered away during a thunderstorm and was discovered sleeping beneath the porch of a closed restaurant.

	Each story was different.

	Each animal had behaved differently.

	But one thing remained the same.

	Someone cared enough to search.

	That was what Anthony wanted the shop to represent.

	Not magic.

	Not miracle cures.

	Not impossible promises.

	Care.

	Patience.

	Knowledge.

	Community.

	And hope.

	On the wall behind the counter was another sign.

	Anthony had painted it himself.

	It read:

	A LOST PET IS NOT A LOST CAUSE.

	Visitors often stopped to read it.

	Some smiled.

	Some cried.

	Some took photographs of it.

	Anthony never minded.

	He knew that losing an animal could make a person feel powerless.

	The sign reminded them that there were still things they could do.

	There was a second sign beneath it.

	Before searching far away, search carefully nearby. Frightened animals often hide.

	Anthony had learned this through experience.

	People sometimes imagined that a lost pet would simply walk down the road until it reached another town.

	In reality, frightened animals could hide under porches, inside garages, beneath vehicles, behind bushes, in sheds, drainage areas, abandoned structures, or quiet corners they had never previously visited.

	That was why Anthony encouraged people to slow down.

	Look.

	Listen.

	Ask.

	Check.

	Repeat.

	A frantic search could easily become disorganized.

	A careful search could become a coordinated effort.

	By noon, the shop was usually busy.

	One person might come in looking for a lost dog.

	Another might need advice about preparing an emergency pet-care kit.

	Someone else might ask how to make sure their newly adopted cat had proper identification.

	Anthony treated every question seriously.

	He knew that responsible pet ownership did not begin when something went wrong.

	It began before.

	Identification mattered before a pet disappeared.

	A secure carrier mattered before an emergency.

	Knowing the location of a trusted veterinary clinic mattered before an animal became sick.

	Keeping current photographs mattered before a search became necessary.

	And understanding an animal's normal behavior mattered before fear changed it.

	That was why the Lost Pets Apothecary was more than a search center.

	It was a place for preparation.

	A place where people could learn.

	A place where mistakes could be prevented.

	A place where someone could walk through the door frightened and leave with a plan.

	Late one evening, after the rain had stopped, Anthony locked the front door.

	The street was quiet.

	He switched off the lights one by one.

	Before leaving, he walked past the photograph wall.

	Misty's photograph was still there.

	Anthony touched the corner of the paper.

	"Come home," he whispered.

	Then he turned off the final light.

	But just as he reached the door, he heard something outside.

	A faint sound.

	Not a bark.

	Not a meow.

	It was softer.

	A scratching sound.

	Anthony froze.

	He listened.

	Scratch.

	Pause.

	Scratch.

	He

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
