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“Belinda, wake up.”

“What?” I opened my eyes and saw my Familiar Sadie, in cat form, sitting on my nightstand.

“Good morning. Reed brought donuts for breakfast, and he insists you join him.”

“Really?” I yawned. “Why?”

“I don’t know.” She lifted one marmalade colored paw and licked it. “He’s all smiles this morning.” 

“That’s odd.” I threw off the navy and purple plaid comforter and climbed out of bed. “Is anyone else here?” If not, I planned to greet him in my sloth pajamas just to see the expression on his face.

“He’s alone.”

I brushed my teeth and pulled my chestnut brown hair into a ponytail. There. Good enough. Time for my pajama fashion show. I went downstairs and walked into the kitchen.

Reed looked up from his glazed donut and narrowed his dark brown eyes while he studied my outfit. “Are those sloths wearing berets?”

I struck a pose worthy of a runway model. “Yes. They are obviously Parisian sloths.”

He shook his head and took another bite of his donut, smiling as he chewed.

“To what do I owe the honor of your presence?” I poured myself a cup of coffee, joined him at the farmhouse style table, and selected a chocolate cake donut with vanilla icing. Yum.

“I thought about what you asked me, when you first came back,” he said. “I think we should start over.”

I almost choked on my donut. Reed was willing to give me another chance. I never believed he’d—

“There’s no reason we can’t be friends,” he said.

“Friends?” I asked, and then tried to cover my awkwardness with, “I’d like that.”

“Good. Someone may have mentioned that I have a pessimistic view on life. They said I should try harder when it comes to people. You’re the experiment in progress.”

“Thanks.” This may not be exactly what I wanted, but at this point I was happy to have him in my life. “I’m honored.”

“You should be. Tell me what happened at the mayor’s house.”

“Jezelle didn’t share?” I knew they sometimes dated, but maybe they weren’t that close.

“She told me she fled the room because she’s not good at keeping secrets.”

I took a bite of donut and considered what I could tell him without violating the oath I’d taken. “The mayor is changing the restriction Aunt Teresa worked so hard to pass...the one to prevent involuntary blood donation. He’s rewriting the law so non-lethal involuntary blood donations will be legal.”

“That’s wrong.” Reed huffed out a breath. “What the heck does non-lethal mean?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe after they drain your blood until you’re on the brink of death, they are obligated to call a Healer for you.” It was absurd. Not that there was anything we could do about it. Witches, and the mayor especially, ran the town. He was an elected official that acted more like a king than a mayor. The witches were like noblemen. The rest of us, the gifted, the fairies, the shifters, and all the other magical creatures that made up this whacky town were second class citizens. 

“Bram will have a whole new line of work as a Healer.” Reed rubbed his forehead. “It’s like some bad joke.” He studied me. “You’re holding something back.” 

I wanted to share the rest of the information the mayor had revealed. He’d confirmed who killed Aunt Teresa and how he’d done it. I’d love to give my friends peace of mind by explaining what happened, but the penalty was too steep. The witch in question paid for his crimes and that was the most important thing.

“Of course I am.” How was he not understanding this? Frustration welled up inside of me. “I have answers to the questions we were all asking about how Aunt Teresa died, but I can’t share. Unlike Jezelle, I took a vow, and I don’t want to spend five days in jail without food and water.”

“Five days?” His eyebrows came together. “I can’t believe he threatened you with that.”

I wiped icing off my fingers. “It’s an effective deterrent.”

“Let’s play charades. I can guess what he said.”

“Nope.” I believed the mayor would follow through on his threat.

“Chicken,” he teased.

I laughed. “Bock, bock, bock.”

“What does that mean?” he asked.

“It’s what a chicken says, bock, bock, bock.”

“No,” he argued. “A chicken goes cock-a-doodle-doo.”

I shook my head. “Wrong. That’s a rooster. How can you not know your farm animal sounds? What kind of preschool did you attend?”

We laughed and talked through a few more donuts. It was nice. Sharing what I could took a weight off my shoulders. Even though I wanted more, I could enjoy Reed’s company as a friend.

The house phone rang. I waited for Dave, one of my housemates, to rush in and grab it. When he didn’t appear, I answered. “Hello?”

“Belinda, this is Bram. Is Victor home?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Reed is acting odd, and I’m hoping his father can help.”

What was he talking about? “Reed’s already here. He’s happily eating donuts.”

After a brief pause Bram said, “That’s impossible. Reed is in the car with me.”

I glanced at the dark haired, dark eyed man seated at my kitchen table. “Then there must be two of them,” I said, sort of joking.

“I have no idea what’s going on. I’m coming over. Whoever that is, don’t let him leave.”

“Okay. We’ll be here.” Had Bram been drinking? From what I knew about the Healer, he wasn’t one to day drink. Was someone using a spell to impersonate Reed?

I ended the call. “Lilly, can we have bacon?” Because no one walked away from bacon.

A plate of crispy crunchy yumminess appeared on the table. The savory scent made my mouth water. I grabbed a piece. “That was Healer Bram. He wants to speak with us.”

“Are you into him?” Reed helped himself to a piece of bacon.

I almost missed my chair as I sat back down at the table. “What? Why would you ask that?” Better yet, why would he care? Especially if he wasn’t Reed.

“Jezelle thinks he likes you, so it could be a good thing.”

“He’s saved my life multiple times, so I’m fond of him.” I didn’t want to sound too enthusiastic in case Reed had a change of heart. Given how often he mentioned Jezelle, I was probably delusional. A tiny part of me held out hope that Reed and I might someday find our way back to each other. 

The back door opened, and one of my housemates, Dave strolled in. “Good morning, my friends.” He walked over to the table and grabbed a piece of bacon.

“Donut?” Reed gestured toward the box.

“Donuts satisfy human cravings. Bacon works for cats and humans.”

Since he was a Familiar who took the form of a cat, this odd statement made sense. Funny to think a few weeks ago I was a normal preschool teacher on summer break instead of a gifted person who talked to the dead, accepted magic as normal, and lived in a sentient house named Lilly.  

“Where’s Sadie?” I asked. The Familiars were now officially a couple.

“She’s sleeping in a sunbeam. I think I’ll join her.” He snagged another piece of bacon as he walked off.

“I should go.” Reed wiped his hands on a napkin and stood.

“Bram said he’d be here in a few minutes.”

I heard a car coming down the driveway. “That’s probably him.” I walked over to open the door while simultaneously blocking the exit. Of course Reed could pick me up and move me out of the way if he wanted, but I was banking on him going with the flow.

I glanced out the open door and did a double take. Bram strode down the sidewalk with another Reed behind him. Unlike the carefree and happy Reed standing in my kitchen, the Reed following Bram emitted waves of anger and fury as he strode toward the house. Despite my best intention to play it cool, I made a sound of surprise somewhere between a gasp and a yelp and backed away from the door.

“What’s wrong?” Happy Reed came toward me.

“I’m not sure.”

Bram opened the door and stepped in with Angry Reed on his heels.

Happy Reed froze, his eyes locked on Angry Reed. “Is this a joke?”

“You tell me,” Angry Reed stalked toward us and pointed at his doppelganger. “Who are you?”

“Reed Clay. Who are you?”

“I’m Reed.” He reached out and shoved Happy Reed. 

Caught off guard, Happy Reed took a half step back but then planted his feet and leaned forward. “You want to try that again?” 

The preschool teaching part of my brain wanted to tell them to take a breath and use their words. That probably wouldn’t go over well. I edged away from both of them, because if things went downhill I planned to duck and cover.

“None of that.” Bram’s voice boomed. He pulled a glass bottle from his pocket. “Calm down or I’ll knock you both out.”

Everyone froze for a second.

“Belinda, what did you do?” Angry Reed turned his glare on me.

“I didn’t do anything.” Jerk. “Just so you know, I like Happy Reed better.”

“Thank you,” the more pleasant of the two said.

“Belinda, you may have hit on something. I’ll perform some tests, but I think both of these men are Reed.”

“What?” the Reeds yelled in unison.

Bram tilted his head like he was thinking. “I think your personality has been split into your light side and dark side.”

“What?” I asked.

“Come stand by me,” Happy Reed waved me toward himself. “I don’t trust that guy.”

“Belinda, get away from him,” Angry Reed said. “Go play with blocks or something.”

“Can we keep the happy one, and banish the crabby one to the void?” I asked.

Angry Reed’s face turned the color of a tomato.

“Just joking,” I held up my hands like I could ward off his anger.

Happy Reed grabbed my arm and pulled me behind him. “I don’t think he has a sense of humor.”

“Belinda, are you all right?” Sadie dashed into the room in cat form. “I sensed a threat.”

“We have a situation,” I said.

She glanced back and forth between the two Reeds, and then came to sit by my feet. “Positive and Negative Reeds?”

“Something like that.” Bram blinked at Sadie. “You’re a Familiar?”

“I’ll explain later,” I said. “Can you fix them?”

“I believe I can, but they’ll have to work with me. Happy Reed, why don’t you go into the living room while I work with Angry Reed for a moment.”

“Don’t call me that,” Angry Reed snarled.

“How about Rabid Reed?” Sadie joked.

Reed took a menacing step toward Sadie. “Cat, I will drop kick you through the wall.”

Sadie shifted into her human form and made herself as tall as Reed. “Never threaten me or mine again, young man. I’ve worked with generations of witches, and I will turn you into a cockroach. Do you understand?”

No one spoke. Angry Reed paled. His shoulders slouched, and he sagged against the wall. “I’m sorry, Sadie. I didn’t mean that. I would never... something’s wrong with me.”

“Sit.” Sadie pointed at the kitchen chair.

Angry Reed sat with his fists clenched. He shook his head like he was trying to shake off the anger.

“Perhaps a sedative?” Sadie turned to Bram.

“A sedative might be a good idea,” Angry Reed agreed.

Bram set his medical bag on the table and pulled a small blue bottle from the side pocket. He passed it to Angry Reed. “Drink half.”

He did as instructed. His neck muscles uncorded. His shoulders relaxed. “That’s better. Being angry all the time is exhausting.”

Sadie shrunk to her normal human size and then changed back into her cat form. “Reed, I apologize for my rude joke during your time of distress. I didn’t realize how dire the situation was. Belinda, Positive Reed, come with me.”

We followed Sadie into the living room. I sat on the cream colored couch and whispered, “Sadie, that was awesome.”

“I may have over-reacted.” Sadie hopped onto the couch next to me. “And now Bram knows about me.”

Sadie’s former witch had kept her a secret, letting everyone believe she was a normal cat. When I became her caretaker, she decided I was her new witch, which was kind of illegal since I was gifted. Only witches had Familiars. Hence the secrecy. Until now.

“Bram is honorable,” Positive Reed said. “He’ll keep your secret. On another note, am I that much of a jerk?”

“No,” I said. “You can be cranky at times, but you’re not aggressive.”

“Cranky?” One corner of his mouth turned up. “That’s a preschool term, isn’t it?”

I nodded. “In class we have a cranky corner. Kids who feel overwhelmed can hug teddy bears or curl up in a bean bag chair until their cranky mood passes.”

“No wonder you like being a preschool teacher.” He smiled at me, and my heart fluttered.

Dave and Victor came down the staircase which led into the living room.

“What did we miss?” Victor, my other housemate, asked. 

I caught them up on the morning so far.

“There are two Reeds?” Victor’s eyebrows shot up.

“Surprise,” Positive Reed said. “You’re the father of twins.”

I laughed.

Victor’s eyebrows scrunched together, like he wasn’t sure if we were serious. Not that I could blame him. This was an odd situation. “See for your yourself.” I pointed toward the kitchen.

Victor took a few steps and then paused. “If this is a practical joke—”

“It’s not,” Positive Reed said.

Victor shuffled into the kitchen and then came back into the living room with a dazed expression. “I see what you mean. Any idea how this happened?”

“Not a clue,” Positive Reed said. “I haven’t felt this good in years.”

“Belinda, can you come in here?” Bram called out.

“I don’t want to,” I responded.

Bram laughed. “Please. I need your help.”

“Fine.” I walked into the kitchen and saw Negative Reed with his head down on the table. “Is he okay?”

“He drank the rest of the potion because he was afraid he’d hurt someone. Can you find Jezelle for me? He told me she’s the last person he had contact with.”

I pulled out my cell phone and dialed. Jezelle answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“It’s Belinda. When did you last see Reed?”

“About an hour ago. Why?”

“This will sound weird, but there are two Reeds now.”

“Is one happy and one angry?” she asked.

“Yes. How’d you know?”

“This morning, I told him he was acting like two different people.”

“Any idea how this happened?”

“Meet me at Tea & Spirits. There’s something you need to see.”
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After putting on real clothes, I drove to Tea & Spirits hoping Jezelle could explain how Reed had been split into two people. While Positive Reed was wonderful, Negative Reed was frightening and sort of sad. Was Positive Reed the man I’d fallen in love with and forgotten? Okay it wasn’t like I’d actually forgotten him. My mother had my memories removed so he was just gone from my brain.

Anyway, falling for Positive Reed...that scenario was easy to imagine. If my mom had kept her word and brought me back to Mystic Hills and restored my memory a year after I graduated college, Reed and I might still be together. Wait. That was a mental path I didn’t need to go down.

At least Positive Reed wanted to be friends. Hopefully once we combined the two Reeds he’d feel the same way. Before that could happen, I needed to figure out what the heck was going on especially if this started at my tearoom.

My car bounced up and down on the cobblestones of Main Street, which seemed to be a metaphor for my new life as a gifted person who could communicate with ghosts and spirits. Before coming to Mystic Hills I didn’t realize there was a difference between the two. Ghosts were recently deceased who needed help crossing over, while spirits had crossed over but enjoyed coming back to visit. Mostly I helped ghosts communicate with their loved ones before they moved on. It wasn’t nearly as fun as my real job as an early childhood teacher, but I was off for the summer, so I was feeling things out in Mystic Hills.

I parked in front of Tea & Spirits, and then tried to go inside. The door handle didn’t turn. Was it locked? As the new owner, I should have a key, but I didn’t. I never thought about needing one. It was always open when I visited. I knocked. Nothing happened. I pulled out my archaic Mystic Hills flip phone and called Jezelle.

“I’m here. Let me in.”

“Can’t. I’m not there yet,” she said. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee drifted through the air from a nearby store. “I’m going to grab a cup of caffeine, do you want one?”

“Yes. Cream and sugar please.”

A few stores down from the tearoom was a tiny coffee shop that only served regular coffee. I enjoyed fancy coffee drinks as much as the next person, but the line moved a lot faster at Plain Jane’s than it did at other coffee houses. This morning, the line was only three people deep. I inhaled the scent of freshly roasted coffee beans and checked the area to see if anyone else was acting overly positive or negative. Everything seemed fine until the person at the front of the line became agitated.

“I said I wanted cream and sugar,” a woman snapped.

“It’s over there.” Jane pointed to the apothecary jars that held different sweeteners and single servings of creamers. “Where it always is.”

“There’s no service in this place.” She stalked over to the jars and grabbed a handful of sugar packets and several creamers. Her blond hair and green eyes looked familiar, but her attitude did not. Lisa Laddow was one of the most positive people I knew. A funny feeling squiggled around in my gut.

“Lisa?”

She spun around. “What?”

I took a step toward her. “Are you feeling okay?” How should I phrase this? “I have a friend who caught a magical cold that made him angry.”

“I...oh my gosh.” Her eyebrows went up in surprise. “I’ve been angry all morning. Do you think I’m sick? What jerk gave me this cold?”

“Healer Bram is at my house, if you want to go see him.”

“I don’t have time to see a Healer.” She took her coffee and stormed off.

I called Bram and updated him on this new development.

“I had hoped this was an isolated incident,” he said. “Does Jezelle have a clue?”

“She’s not here yet. I’ll call if she knows anything.”

Once I had my two coffees, doctored with cream and sugar, I carried them back down to Tea & Spirits. Jezelle leaned against her blue Honda. The half-fairy’s gossamer wings sparkled in the morning light. With her curvy figure, she resembled a life-sized tinker bell.

She grabbed the coffee I held out to her and downed half of it. “Thank you.”

“Do you know what’s going on?” I asked. “Because it might be spreading.” I told her about the incident with Lisa.

“Lisa was here last night,” Jezelle said. “There was a party, and...it’s easier to show you.” She produced a set of keys and opened the front door. Inside the combination tea room and bar the normally shiny hardwood floors featured random puddles of what I hoped was beer. Dirty glasses and dishes littered the bar top, and the tables weren’t much better.

“What happened?”

“Someone brought a drinking game, and it spread through the whole bar. There were these coins with a smiling face on one side and a frowning face on the other. You flipped the coin. The smile side meant you were happy, and you won a drink. The frown face meant you were mad because you had to buy someone else a drink. It seemed harmless enough but then people started arguing or laughing really loud. Reed kicked out some guys for trying to start a fight. We let the happy people stay. They tipped great.”

“I guess you would have noticed a room full of twins, especially twin Reeds.”

“Yep. I’m observant that way.” She sipped her coffee. “Maybe people didn’t split until they woke up this morning.”

“So why the mess?” I gestured at the room.

“Normally we clean as we go, but the party became wilder as the night went on. By the time we sent the last person home, I was exhausted. I purchased a cleaning spell this morning because there was no way I wanted to deal with this mess by myself.” She pulled a vial of blue powder from her pocket.

“How does that work?”

“It’s a ready-made spell. All I have to do is open it and say what’s on the label.”

The label read, Clean and Restore so it looks like Before.

“Anyone can use a prepackaged spell?”

“Yes. Most of them perform basic tasks. Nothing exciting, but they are oh so helpful in situations like this.” She pulled the stopper from the vial and recited the phrase.

The blue powder shimmered and shot up out of the vial. It swirled through the air and worked its way around the room. Whatever it touched was instantly cleaned and the air filled with a fresh breeze scent.

“That is so cool.”

“They are handy,” she agreed.

A wicker basket with a leather handle magically appeared on the bar. “What’s that?”

“Any stray items that don’t have an assigned place go in there. Let’s see if our patrons left anything interesting.”

We crossed the now shiny hardwood floor and inspected the contents of the basket. There was a single gold hoop earring, vanilla flavored lip balm, a birthday card, a pack of cinnamon mints, and a coin with an odd smile face on it. I reached for it but stopped short. “Did you touch one of the coins last night?”

“Nope. We probably shouldn’t touch it now.”

The door to the tearoom opened, and Lisa strolled in. “Good morning my friends. Did you happen to find a gold hoop earring? When I made it home last night I was only wearing one.”

I plucked the jewelry from the basket and held it up. "You're in luck."

Lisa crossed the floor and took the earring from me. "Thank you." She slipped it into her purse.

“You’re in a good mood.” This must be Positive Lisa.

“Why wouldn’t I be? It’s a beautiful day, and I had so much fun last night.”

“Were you angry this morning?” I asked.

“Nothing has bothered me today,” Lisa said. “Why do you ask?”

We filled her in on the Positive and Negative Reed situation.

“Is this a joke?” She laughed. “If it is, it’s a pretty good one. While I appreciate your humor I have errands to run.”

Should I tell her about Negative Lisa? It wasn’t like she could do anything about her twin. Still if I had a doppelganger I’d want to know.

“Why do you have that look on your face, Belinda?” 

How should I say this? Maybe it was best to go with the direct approach. “Reed isn’t the only one with a twin. You have one too.”

“What?” She backed up a step. “No. That’s absurd.”

“Did you play with the happy and mad coins last night?” Jezelle asked. “We think the split might be connected to the game.”

“That was so much fun.” Lisa rocked forward onto the balls of her feet. “People bought me so many drinks.” A look of panic crossed her face. “Please tell me Nathan wasn’t here.”

Jezelle gave her the disappointed mom look. “Tell me you didn’t give that jerk a second chance after he ghosted you.”

Lisa blushed. “I flirted with someone, but I’m not sure who. I don’t suppose there’s a camera surveillance system in the tearoom for security reasons?”

“No.” Jezelle shook her head.

“Maybe the spirits know,” I said. “They hang out and watch people sometimes. Do you want me to call one of them?”

“Bad idea,” Jezelle said. “The spirits gossip more than the living because it’s their only form of entertainment.”

“Lisa, do you feel all right?”  Should I try to convince her to see Healer Bram?

“I feel great.” She beamed. “Normally I have this low-level anxiety going on all of the time, but today I don’t have a care in the world...except remembering who I flirted with.”

“Why don’t you come back to my house. Healer Bram will help sort this out.”

“No.” Lisa backed up a few more steps. “You can’t make me.” She turned and bolted out the door.

“That was...”

“Odd,” Jezelle finished my sentence.

“Do you think the happy side is our more immature side?” 

She ran her hand back through her hair and blew out a breath. “Maybe.”

“So, we might have a bunch of happy adults running around acting like children and some negative adults acting like their angriest selves,” I said. “What could possibly go wrong?”

“Should we let someone know?” Jezelle asked. “Like the police?”

“Bram knows. He’s working to fix it.”

“So, what do we do in the meantime?”

Good question. “We don’t know how many people this affected. Can you write down a list of all the customers you remember who played the game?”

“I have a better idea,” Jezelle said. “Let’s go buy another spell. It will let me watch what happened here last night like a movie in my head, so I’ll know exactly who was present.”

“Why is there a spell for that?”

“All sorts of reasons.” Jezelle shrugged. “Sometimes the elderly forget cherished memories. Other times people get drunk and need to check how bad they messed up.”

I cringed. “Some things are probably better off forgotten.”

“You might be right.” She walked toward the door. “Let’s visit Yelena and see if she can help us.”

I liked Yelena. She’d helped calm my Aunt Teresa’s ghost. Unlike some of the other witches in town, she wasn't power hungry and didn’t feel like she had the right to take blood without asking.

When we stepped out onto the
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