
All That Glitters

A Familiar Murder

Cathy Peper

Gluesticks and Gemstones

​

Copyright © 2025 by Cathy Peper

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

​


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Also By Cathy Peper

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


The shop had changed little in the dozen years since Lily fled her hometown of Stonebrook. She noticed a smudge here and there on the normally spotlessly clear windows, but the bay under the striped awning displayed pet toys, and the main window featured an assortment of leashes, collars, and other pet accessories.

In the fading November light, the trees on either side of the building flamed brilliant orange, making the peach-painted bricks upstairs, where Lily’s grandmother had lived for over fifty years, look washed out in comparison. The colors struck her with startling clarity—brighter and sharper than she’d seen them in over a decade, as though the world itself had regained some long-lost vibrancy.

Once Lily had loved this place above all others.

And now it was hers.

Or so she thought. The letter sent to her by her grandmother’s lawyer hadn’t been entirely clear. But her grandmother was gone, and her only other heir, Lily’s mother, had made it clear she wanted nothing to do with the shop.

Her grandma’s death had hit her hard at an already trying time in her life. She had spent the last several years working at a pet grooming store in St. Louis, using her affinity with animals to become the owner’s most trusted employee. Her boss had assured her she could take over the business once she retired, but then had passed the reins onto her son, who had promptly fired Lily and replaced her with a handful of teenagers he could hire for minimum wage.

A few weeks later, he had begged her to come back, but Lily refused. She didn’t want to work for someone who didn’t value her expertise, and by then her grandmother had passed and she’d received the letter in the mail from her estate.

The lawyer had instructed her to come to town for the reading of the will and to stay in her grandmother’s apartment. Taped to the brief missive was the shiny metal key to the front door.

Lily clutched the key in her fingers, shivering in the chill. She needed to get inside, where she hoped it would be warm. Surely the lawyer would not have told her to stay there if he had turned off the utilities.

She wondered what had happened to the animals her grandmother had been caring for. Perhaps there had been none. As her health failed, Iris might have stopped accepting strays and soliciting special assignments. But if any animals had remained in the store, Lily assumed someone would have taken them to a shelter or fostered them with volunteers.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward and slipped the key into the lock. The door opened with a click. Lily pushed it wide and entered the shop, dragging her suitcase behind her. The air smelled stale, as if the place had been empty for a while. Beneath the stuffiness, Lily caught the musky odor of animals. The faint odor of cats and dogs comforted Lily. For a moment, she was eight years old again, watching her grandmother match a nervous kitten with an older witch who needed company.

She would have to deal with the shop eventually, but she wanted nothing more tonight than a hot shower and a comfortable bed. She had split the fifteen-hour drive from St. Louis to the Finger Lakes into two days, but the hours behind the wheel had worn her out.

She walked to the back of the shop, lifted her suitcase with a grunt and wrestled it up the steep, narrow stairs. She couldn’t face her grandmother’s room tonight, so she went to the room she had stayed in as a child. It sat at the front of the house with a window overlooking the cobbled sidewalk and a view of the bakery across the street. To her relief, it looked the same as always, with floral wallpaper, oak furniture, and a tall bed with a wrought-iron headboard and big fluffy pillows.

Lily quickly unpacked, putting her clothes in the dresser and closet. She could wait until tomorrow to bring in the rest of her things, even though her car was still stuffed to the brim with the remnants of her life in St. Louis. She had all she needed for tonight.

Grabbing her toiletry bag, she made her way to the small bathroom. The bathroom wasn’t original to the house, but still sported a claw-foot tub and an ornate mirror over the sink. Later, her grandma had added a shower extension, along with a frame to hang a plastic shower curtain. The curtain was missing, however, ending Lily’s hopes for a shower. She would have to make do with a bath, which sounded more relaxing when she thought about it.

She plugged the tub and turned on the water. A jar of bath salts sat next to the soap on the soap dish, and she sprinkled some in for good measure. She pulled her sweater over her head and was just about to remove her shirt when a crash came from downstairs.

Lily froze. Was someone in the building? She hadn’t searched all the rooms. Could someone, knowing the place was unoccupied, have squatted here? Or was someone hoping to steal something from the store?

Lily turned off the water. Should she call the police? But what if something had just fallen on the floor, disturbed by her entry into the house? She would look like a fool, a timid, mouse-like person who jumped at shadows. She hoped to make her home here and didn’t want the town’s first impression of her, as an adult, to be of someone helpless and vulnerable. Not even though she sometimes felt that way about herself, especially after the way she had fled as a teen.

She would grab her phone from her bedroom and quietly check out the first floor. If an intruder appeared, she could dial 9-1-1.

Brave words, but harder to implement than she expected. Still, she forced herself to follow her plan. She would never sleep without knowing what was downstairs.

With her phone in one hand and her hair dryer in the other, it was the only thing she could find that in any way resembled a weapon; she crept down the stairs.

When she reached the bottom, she had two choices. To her right was the kenneling area, where her grandmother had kept the pets she was seeking homes for. To her left were a couple of meeting rooms, where prospective owners could mingle with the animals, and a larger area with shelves filled with pet food, shampoos, and other supplies. At the front of the store were two bay windows, filled with toys and leashes. Also at the front were the checkout counter, a cozy sitting area, the supply closet, a bathroom, and a treat bar for the animals.

Where had the noise come from? The most likely area was the rows of shelving. Something must have fallen off a shelf.

“Is anyone there?”

No response.

She would have to search the place. Lily cut to the right, flipped on the light, and wandered down the length of empty cages, which would normally hold cats, dogs, reptiles, birds, and sometimes even more exotic creatures. The air hung heavy and still. No one was there.

A quick glance in the bathroom showed that it too was empty. Lily steeled herself to open the door to the storage closet. Office supplies, excess inventory, and all manner of forgotten things crammed the small space. Something could have fallen. Everything was already a jumbled mess. But at least no one was lurking in there, unless they were hiding under all the junk.

Lily continued through the store, turning on the lights as she went. The leashes and collars hung in rows, creating bright spots of color. The treat bar held pails of chews and bags of other animal goodies, but no intruders. Lily peeked behind the counter, but no one was hiding there either.

The window with the toys was too small to hide a grown person. Her grandmother would occasionally put a cute puppy or kitten in the window to attract customers, but now the window only displayed plush toys, some surprisingly realistic, while others did not try to be anything other than a toy.

Lily was running out of places to search. She had only her grandmother’s office, the rows of store shelves, and the meeting rooms left to search.

Steeling herself, she opened the door to her grandmother’s office. She hadn’t wanted to face anything so reminiscent of her grandma on her first day back. Tears welled in her eyes at the sight of Iris’s desk and comfortable chair. The room was empty except for the furniture, a bookcase, and a row of filing cabinets.

Lily returned to the sales counter, passing it and heading back to the retail space. Heavy-duty shelving held bags of food, grooming and cleaning supplies, bowls, and other accessories. The space was innocuous during the day, but even with the bright overhead lights, at night the tall shelving units threw strange shadows. The hair rose on the back of Lily’s neck, and she didn’t want to step into the room. Near the back, however, a small stand, which held her grandmother’s specialty items, lay on its side. That must have been the noise she heard.

“Hello?” Lily forced herself over the threshold and headed towards the fallen unit. It was squat and low to the ground, so she didn’t see how it could have fallen over unassisted. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flicker of movement and spun around so fast she caught the lurker by surprise. Lily raised the hairdryer over her head even as the intruder arched her back and hissed a warning.

Lily exhaled a large puff of air, lowered the hair dryer, and slumped back against a display of animal cosmetics. “You scared me! What are you doing here?”

The cat, who was gray with black stripes and pale green eyes, uncurled her back, sat, and eyed Lily.

Lily hadn’t been to her grandmother’s shop in years, but the cat in front of her closely resembled her grandmother’s cat, Cassandra. But surely it couldn’t be the same cat. Cassandra had not been a kitten, even then. In fact, Lily could not remember a time when her grandmother had been without her faithful companion. Still, there were reasons the cat might be so long-lived.

Lily knelt down and held out a hand. “Cassandra?”

The cat stepped forward, but remained out of reach.

Lily inched closer. The cat stayed still. Lily reached for the tag that hung on the animal’s collar. Someone had incised the name Cassandra into the shiny metal. Either this was the same cat, or her grandmother wasn’t very creative with naming her pets.

Not that Cassandra was merely a pet. Lily, her mother, and her grandmother descended from a long line of witches. Lily no longer practiced magic. Not deliberately, anyway. But she was well aware of the strong bond formed between a witch and her special animal companion.

Cassandra was more than just a cat. She was a witch’s familiar.
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Reflexively, Lily squinted her eyes and tilted her head to the side. Her heart rate sped up at the pale silver glow around Cassandra.

I’ve still got it.

Lily’s hand shook as she reached out to pet Cassandra’s soft fur. She hadn’t been sure if she could still see familiar auras. None of the animals she had worked with in St. Louis had emitted that faint glow, but perhaps none of them had been magical. She hadn’t been sure if the cats and dogs she groomed were all normal or if she had lost the ability to detect auras after her disastrous, failed attempt to match another young witch to a rare phoenix familiar. If she was going to run her grandmother’s shop, finding pets for magical and mundane folks alike, her ability to see auras might be the difference between success and failure.

Cassandra mewed and pressed her head against Lily’s hand. The cat had never been so affectionate with Lily before, saving her cuddles for Lily’s grandmother, Iris.

“How long have you been shut up here in the shop? Since Grandma passed?” Lily hoped not. Although Cassandra was slimmer than Lily recalled, she didn’t look starved or dehydrated. Of course, as a cat, and a magical one at that, Cassandra could look after herself. She could come and go through the cat door at the back of the shop and find her own sources of food and water.

“Are you hungry? Thirsty?” Lily grabbed a couple of ceramic cat dishes off the shelf and went to the bathroom to fill one with water. Cassandra lapped it up and then gazed at Lily expectantly.

Lily laughed. “Guess you’re hungry, too.” Cassandra preferred canned cat food if she had to eat pet food at all. Iris often made fresh fish or chicken for her cherished familiar, but Lily wasn’t about to go to the grocery store this late at night, even if it was still open. She chose a chicken-flavored can, tossed it in the empty dish, and carried both dishes up the stairs. Cassandra followed.

Lily headed for the kitchen, popped open the can of food, spooned it out, and then set both bowls down on the floor. “This will have to do for now.”

Cassandra flicked her tail and almost seemed to roll her eyes, but then she crouched near the bowl and emptied it. When she finished, she took another drink of water and then sat to lick her paws.

“Better?” Lily checked in the laundry room. To her relief, the litter box was still there, and it looked clean. Had someone been taking care of Cassandra, or was no one aware she was here?

“It’s been a rough week. For you too, I bet.” It had probably been even worse for Cassandra. The breaking of familiar bonds was physically as well as emotionally painful. “I’m heading to bed as soon as I get my bath.”

Cassandra ignored her. Lily expected nothing less now that she had met the cat’s needs. She made her way back to the bathroom and turned on the faucet again. As she did so, she remembered the overturned display in the store. She should set it upright, but it would have to wait until tomorrow. Her bones ached with fatigue, and she sighed with pleasure as she slid into the hot water.

She stayed in the bath until the water grew lukewarm, then toweled off, pulled on her pajamas, and returned to her bedroom. To her surprise, Cassandra lay curled at the end of the bed. Previously, she had always slept with Iris.

Lily scratched Cassandra behind the ear before sliding under the covers. She didn’t mind being second best. She found solace in the knowledge she wasn’t alone. The long drive and the use of aura sight tired her. Once a quick glimpse would have barely phased her, but she was out of practice. Quicker than she would have thought possible, Lily surrendered to her exhaustion and allowed dreams to carry her away.

She slept nine hours straight. When she awoke, light pooled through the window and illuminated the end of the bed. Cassandra was gone.

Lily got up, dressed, and scrounged in the kitchen for breakfast. The refrigerator was empty. Someone must have cleaned it out. The pantry, however, still held a variety of cans, bags, and boxes. She microwaved a package of instant oatmeal and a cup of water for tea. She needed to go to the grocery store and stock up on milk and other fresh food, but that would have to wait until after the reading of the will.

Lily added another spoonful of sweetener to her tea and stepped through the door that led from the kitchen to the back porch. The chilly morning air gave her goosebumps, and she only admired the view of scarlet crested trees for a moment before going back inside. She was scheduled to meet with her grandmother’s lawyer at nine. Somehow, thinking about the will made her grandmother’s death even more real. She missed her, especially as she sat in Iris’s kitchen, among all her grandmother’s things. She should have visited even if the thought of facing the other witches in Stonebrook made her cringe. Iris had visited her granddaughter every year, first in Syracuse, where Lily had moved with her parents after the accident. Then in Chicago, where Lily had gone to university. Iris had also come to St. Louis and seemed proud of Lily’s work at Pawfection, visiting every year except last year, when she said she was getting too old to travel. Lily should have come here to see Iris, but she hadn’t known time was so short.

She spent the next thirty minutes unloading the rest of her belongings from the car before drinking a second cup of tea to strengthen herself for the ordeal to come. Then she donned her coat, walked downstairs, and locked the shop behind her. She saw no sign of Cassandra.

The lawyer’s office was only a couple of blocks away, so Lily didn’t bother taking the car. Her face felt the brisk air, and she inhaled, pulling her knit cap over her ears and shoving her hands into gloves. The trees were turning red and orange, the colors more vivid than they had been in years. A few minutes later, she arrived at the law office. Her stomach lurched as she recognized the dark blue sedan in the parking lot.

Her mother had already arrived.

Lily took a deep breath. She knew this moment was coming. Time to get it over with. She strode to the door. Like the pet shop, the lawyer’s office was on the bottom floor of an old Victorian house. It looked like there were living quarters upstairs, but Lily didn’t know if Mr. Sharp, her grandmother’s lawyer, actually lived there or if he rented the space out.

A secretary sat behind a polished oak counter. She directed Lily to the second conference room on the left. “Your mother and Mr. Sharp are waiting for you.”

It’s just a statement of fact, not an implication that you are late, Lily reminded herself. She wasn’t late. It was five minutes to nine. There hadn’t been a snide tone in the secretary’s voice. Lily was only overreacting because she had to face her mother, and her mother always made her feel less than.

“Morning.” Mr. Sharp rose and shook her hand. He wore expensive, well-made clothes and brushed his thinning gray hair to the side. Although Lily knew him to be in his early sixties, he kept in shape and looked younger. “Now that we are all here, we can get started.”

Mariah, Lily’s mother, remained seated, but inclined her head in Lily’s direction. In her early fifties, she was still a striking woman, with auburn hair styled in an elaborate French braid that seemed to emphasize the single silver streak that ran down the left side. She sat stiffly on the office chair, her back so straight it seemed her spine was fused with steel. But Lily could tell from the few hairs that had escaped from the braids and crackled with static electricity that Mariah wasn’t as calm as she appeared.

“I hope this won’t take long,” Mariah said, studying her midnight blue nail polish. “I have a long drive back to Syracuse.”

The words hit Lily like a brick. Somehow she must have been hoping that her mom would stay awhile and help her settle into the shop, although why she would think such a thing she couldn’t imagine. Mariah didn’t approve of Lily taking over the family business.

“It should be quick,” Mr. Sharp assured her. “Other than a few bequests to charity, Iris left her estate to the two of you. Now, I’m sure you know Iris wasn’t a wealthy woman, but she lived simply and saved a tidy sum. Half of her savings goes to you, Mariah, with the other half going to Lily.”

Mariah frowned. “Since Lily is also getting the shop, I thought more of the money would come to me. I am the primary heir, after all.”

Mr. Sharp cleared his throat. “Iris split the money because Lily will need capital to get the shop going again. Iris’s business declined along with her health.”

Mariah sniffed. “What is the next step?”

“I’ve already given Lily the key to the shop. I hope you found everything in the apartment to be up to standard?”

“Sure, but did you know Cassandra’s apparently been living there alone? When I heard her downstairs, it terrified me.”

“Mom’s cat?” Mariah leaned forward. “Poor thing. She must be really old.”

Mr. Sharp straightened his tie. “I’m truly sorry we missed her. I thought we had taken care of all the animals.”

“What happened to them?” Lily asked.

“The local veterinary clinic took them in.”

“Are they still there?”

“To my understanding, they found permanent homes for some and foster homes for others. There may still be a few boarding at the clinic.”

Lily made a mental note to visit the clinic as soon as possible. She would take Cassandra with her and get the cat checked out at the same time.

“This is all fascinating, but can we get back to the will?” Mariah interrupted.

“Yes, of course.” Mr. Sharp handed each of the women a business card. “This is the firm that handled Iris’s finances. Mariah, you get your share of the money clear. There should be no problem transferring the funds to any of your accounts.”

“And Lily? Why would it be any different for her?” For all that Mariah had protested her mother’s division of assets, her voice held a hint of anxiety, as if she was afraid to hear what might come next.

She wasn’t the only one. Lily held her breath.

“Iris left Lily a bequest of five thousand dollars, but the rest of the money is in a trust, along with the shop. In order to inherit the trust, Lily must facilitate three adoptions within three months.” Mr. Sharp reached for his glasses. “Let me read the exact text. Iris was very particular about the wording. ‘To retain ownership of the shop, Lily must match three animals to their rightful owners within ninety days of assuming possession. You moved in yesterday, so I’m afraid the clock has started. Unfortunately, it’s not as simple as selling three pets in three months. She was talking about familiar matches, although the language doesn’t specifically say that, for obvious reasons.”

Lily exchanged a glance with her mother. She hadn’t been sure Mr. Sharp was among the limited number of mundanes who were aware they shared their town with a disproportionately high number of witches. “Is this legal?” she asked.

Mr. Sharp nodded. “I’m afraid so. Something about a spell on the will. I don’t understand the details.” For all that the lawyer apparently knew about magic, he didn’t seem comfortable discussing it. “And one more thing. Your grandmother was the guardian of one of the seven boundary stones that protect Stonebrook’s territory. The stone is at your shop. You inherit both the property and the guardianship responsibilities.”

“And if Lily doesn’t meet the parameters? What happens to the shop then?”

Mr. Sharp removed his glasses and clasped his hands in front of him on the desk. “Then the shop will close, and the money goes to an animal rescue charity.”

More obfuscation. If Lily failed, the money would go to a rival familiar matchmaker. The shop had been in their family for generations. Lily couldn’t bear to be the one responsible for losing it.

But making three familiar matches in three months was a formidable challenge, especially since the only magical animal she had right now was Cassandra, and she doubted the elderly cat would accept another witch at this point in her life. She might, but more likely she just wanted to “retire” and live out the rest of her days in peace.

“Three matches, Lily. It’s a challenge, but not insurmountable,” Mariah said.

What do you know about it? You’re a weather witch. Lily kept her thoughts to herself. “What do I need to do with the boundary stone?”

The lawyer cleared his throat. “Just keep it safe. The stones have protected this town for over two hundred years. Against what exactly, I’m not qualified to say, but the magical council takes them seriously.”

Great. Just what she needed. Not only did she have to make three matches in three months, but she had to watch over a mysterious stone. Maybe she had made a mistake in coming home.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


“Are you sure you don’t want to stay?” Lily asked her mother as they stepped out of the lawyer’s office. “Your old rooms up in the attic are ready.”

“I should get back to your dad. You know how he is. But if you need me...” Mariah’s voice trailed off.

“No. I can manage.” But it would be nice to have help.

Mariah laid a hand on Lily’s arm. Even through the double layer of coat and sweater, electricity hummed. Her mom was a weather witch and powerful enough that energy seemed to leak through her pores. “You know you don’t have to do this. You could take the five thousand dollars and start over somewhere else. Come to Syracuse. Your dad and I would love to have you.”

Lily knew she was fortunate that her parents would open their doors to her. Losing her job didn’t mean she was out on the streets. But she’d been independent since graduating from college, and at twenty-seven, she didn’t want to move back under her parents’ roof. If it were just her dad, it might not have been so bad, but her mom’s forceful personality always overshadowed hers. “Thanks, but I want to give this a try. It’s what I was meant to do; what I would have been doing for years if not for my failed attempt at the phoenix match.”

Mariah wrinkled her nose. “It was too much, too soon. I warned Mom, but she didn’t listen.”

“Grandma was sick. And she didn’t pressure me into anything. I made my own decisions. But we can’t change the past. I can only go forward from here.”

“You haven’t practiced in years. I can’t see this turning out well.”

Lily’s confidence, already shaky, faltered. “I’ll start small. No mythological animals until I’ve found my footing and until the council gives me permission.”

“If they give you permission.”

“True. I was lucky enough to get my matching license back after a five-year suspension.” Not that she had used it yet.

“If you come to Syracuse, I can train you to be a weather witch.”

Not again. “Mom, we’ve been over this before. I’m a familiar witch, just like Grandma and most of our ancestors.”

“Witches sometimes change their specialties. It’s not a magical law that you have to continue practicing in the area where you first showed promise.”

“I know, but I enjoy being a familiar witch.”

“Then why haven’t you been practicing?”

“I used my affinity with animals every day while working at Pawfection. Our reputation in St. Louis was stellar for reasons beyond my boss’s business acuity, although that helped.”

“Yes, but you didn’t match any familiars with witches, did you?”

“No, but I didn’t come across any magical animals.”

“None in the years you worked for the company? Don’t you think that’s odd?”

“St. Louis isn’t like Stonebrook. It isn’t a magical town.”

“I know, but there is magic everywhere. Did you even join the local coven?”

“No.”

“Then it doesn’t seem to me you have a strong desire to do this work.”

“I needed a break, that’s all.”

They had reached the parking lot and were now loitering by Mariah’s car. “Well, the offer stands if you change your mind. Let me give you a ride home.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll walk. It might be cold, but it’s a lovely day.”

A genuine smile lifted the corners of Mariah’s mouth. “Spoken like a true weather witch. We find beauty in all seasons.”

Lily returned the smile. “Give it a rest, Mom.” But for once she didn’t feel pressured by her mother’s words.

Mariah slid into the driver’s seat of her vehicle and waved at Lily before pulling onto the street. Lily waited until she turned at the end of the drive and disappeared from sight before heading home. She could have walked to the veterinarian’s office, but since she was bringing Cassandra and hoped to be returning to the shop with several other animals, she decided to take the car. It took a few moments to get Cassandra into the cat carrier, but the drive was short.

She walked into a bright, friendly reception area, which had a desk in the center and a waiting area for dogs to the left and cats to the right. The place smelled of antiseptic and animal stress.

Seeing the cat carrier in her hand, the receptionist directed her to the right. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No.” Lily felt rather foolish. Just because Stonebrook was a small town didn’t mean she could walk into the vet office and expect to be seen unless it was an emergency. “I’m Lily Hawthorne. Iris’s granddaughter?” Lily winced, hating how the tone of her voice had risen, making the simple statement into a question. She was Iris’s granddaughter, whether or not the receptionist knew who Iris was. “Iris was the owner of the pet shop. She passed away a few days ago.”

The woman’s face went from blank to sympathetic. “Of course. Everyone knew Iris. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. I understand the clinic took in Iris’s inventory. I’ve come to get the animals, but I also hoped the doctor could check Grandma’s cat if they have time. Apparently, she’s been living in the house alone.”

“We aren’t very busy at the moment. Let me see if Dr. MacIntosh or Dr. Ryland can see you. Dr. Mac might be best since he should know where Iris’s animals ended up.”

Lily waited while the woman went into the back. She cradled Cassandra’s cat carrier, which she had willingly, but reluctantly, entered. Cassandra had made it clear she was only doing it on sufferance, while pretending to be an ordinary cat.

One of the other pet owners gave Lily a hostile stare, and Lily wished she could disappear into the floor. Why hadn’t she called ahead?

The receptionist returned. “Dr. MacIntosh will see you in exam room one.”

Lily closed the door behind her, opened the cat carrier, and allowed Cassandra free range of the room. Cassandra spent a few minutes grooming herself before leaping onto the exam table. Lily hoped she was as agile as Cassandra when she reached such an advanced age.

The door opened, and a tall man with wavy hair entered the room. He stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Dr. MacIntosh.”

“Lily Hawthorne.” The veterinarian’s handshake was firm without being crushing.

“My receptionist tells me you are here to pick up Iris’s animals.”

“Yes, and for you to examine Cassandra, if possible. She seems to be okay, but she’s been living alone in the house. She must have hidden when they moved the other animals.”

“Of course, I will look at her, but Cassandra, despite her age, is a healthy cat. I expect she’s fine.” Dr. MacIntosh approached the exam table, where Cassandra sat, eyeing him warily. She allowed him to handle her, however, remaining still while he checked her heart, listened to her lungs, and examined her eyes and ears.

“She doesn’t seem to have suffered any harm, but let me know if a problem comes up.”

“You’re Cassandra’s regular vet?”

“Yes. My practice is the only one in town, and until recently, I was the only vet. Recently, I hired Dr. Ryland to help with the workload. She graduated near the top of her class, so I’m lucky she wanted to live in a small town. I can’t pay as well as some big city offices.”

“Stonebrook is a special place. I grew up here but have been living the last few years in St. Louis.”

“I’m sorry about your grandmother. She will be missed in the community.”

Lily nodded. “Are you keeping any of her animals here? Mr. Sharp said you fostered some out.”

“We found foster families for all the dogs and cats. My receptionist can give you the list. I have only two animals here, a koi fish and an owl.”

Lily’s confidence rose. Considering the unusual nature of the pets, there was a good chance one or both of the animals were magical. “Wonderful, I will take them off your hands now. Thanks for looking after them.”

“It was no trouble. Watching Ripple in his tank calms me down during a busy day. Luna, the owl, spends most of the day sleeping. She is more active at night when the office is closed.”

Lily smiled. “I forgot how Grandma liked to name all her animals, even though they wouldn’t be staying with her long.”

“She was a special woman.”

Lily’s throat tightened. She wished she would have come to visit while she was living in St. Louis, but memories of Stonebrook were too painful, and she thought she would have more time. Before she could say anything in reply, someone knocked on the door.

The door swung open before Dr. Mac could even answer. A stunning woman with fair skin and white-blond hair stood in the entry. “Suzie tells me we are finally getting rid of the fish and the owl.” Her light blue eyes skewered Lily. “You must be the new owner of the pet shop.”

Lily introduced herself and held out her hand. When the other woman took it, her fingers were cool around Lily’s, her grip half-hearted. But just as Lily was about to pull her hand back, the icy fingers tightened, and she rotated Lily’s wrist, exposing her scar.

“That’s an unusual scar. How did you get it?”

Lily yanked her hand free and tugged her sleeve down to hide the silver mark, which tingled faintly. “I burned myself as a teen.”

“Lily, this is Fiona Ryland, the other vet here at the clinic,” Dr. Mac said. “Why don’t you put Cassandra back in the carrier while Dr. Ryland and I go get Ripple and Luna?”

Fiona ignored him. “It’s just that I have a similar mark myself.” She brushed her hair away from her left cheek. A jagged scar in the shape of a lightning bolt marred her skin from the corner of her eye to the edge of her mouth.

Lily swallowed. Fiona’s scar also looked as if magic had inflicted it, but she couldn’t ask, not when she didn’t know if either of the vets were witches or mundanes who knew about magic. “How did yours occur?”

“Knife.” The word fell between them without further explanation. After a moment, Dr. Mac cleared his throat and gestured towards Fiona. They left the exam room through the rear door.

Lily brought the carrier over to the table. “Sorry, Cassandra. It’s time to get back in. I’ll give you a special treat once we get home.”

Cassandra gave her a long-suffering look, but obligingly reentered the carrier. Lily was fastening the door closed when the vet returned with the receptionist. There was no sign of Dr. Ryland. Lily didn’t want to accuse the other woman of lying, but she didn’t think Fiona’s wound came from a knife. Perhaps that was just her cover story for mundanes.

Dr. Mac held a large rectangular tank with a vibrantly colored red and white fish. The receptionist carried a covered birdcage. “Suzie and I will help you to your car.”

The trio traipsed out to Lily’s SUV, where Lily stowed the animals in the back. The receptionist handed her a sheet of paper.

“Here’s a list of the foster families. I’ll send out an email letting them know you’ll be coming to collect the animals.”

“Thank you. You’ve both been very helpful.”

Suzie gave her a slight smile before hurrying back to the office, her arms wrapped around her body to ward off the cold. Dr. Mac hesitated a moment, as if he had something he wanted to say to her.

Lily closed the door and jingled her keys.

“I know you’re not new in town, having grown up here and all, but things have changed in the last several years. I could take you to dinner sometime. Show you the best places to eat?”

“I would love to go to dinner.” Lily was flattered by the invitation and charmed by Dr. Mac’s obvious nervousness. She’d dated a few men in St. Louis, but after her last breakup, she’d thrown herself into her work, helping her boss add a mobile component to their grooming services. She hadn’t been out with anyone for over six months.

“I’ll pick you up tomorrow night.”

***
[image: ]


BACK AT THE SHOP, LILY released Cassandra from her prison and gave her a treat as promised. She knew little about caring for either koi fish or owls, so she put the fish tank and bird cage in the kenneling area and then proceeded to her grandmother’s office. Iris’s reading glasses still sat on the desk. Lily’s throat closed. Carefully, she picked them up, folded them, and placed them in the desk drawer. She didn’t need them herself, but couldn’t stand the thought of throwing them away. Her grandmother had always been misplacing them, and Lily had spent many minutes tracking them down. Now they would rest safely.

Her grandmother had kept records of all her placements, especially the magical ones. Lily hoped she would find instructions on what to feed them, but if not, her degree in animal psychology had taught her how to research.

It took a bit of digging to figure out her grandmother’s filing system. When she had worked there as a teenager, she’d spent more time hands-on with the animals than dealing with paperwork. But she knew about a very special book, the ledger of familiar matches. They kept this book, which had been in the family for generations, locked in a special cabinet in the office, but Lily tackled the file cabinets first.

She found files for both Ripple and Luna. Iris had acquired Ripple when his owner moved and would no longer have a pond to accommodate him. Luna had come from the Willowbrook Animal Rescue Center, where Lily had performed her community service after the phoenix incident. The owl had been brought in with a wounded wing and the facilitators thought her injury was too severe for her to live in the wild again, even after she healed.

Poor bird. Fortunately, she found notes on what and how much to feed each animal. Ripple needed a pond to swim around in, but for now the tank would have to suffice. Her grandma had marked both files with a purple tab, signifying them as potential familiars. Lily smiled. Maybe it wouldn’t be too difficult to meet her deadline. Odds were good there would be at least one other magical animal from among the dogs and cats who were staying with foster families.

Still, she would need to find compatible witches. Stonebrook had a large population of magic wielders, but the bond between a witch and her familiar was special. Her job as a familiar matcher wasn’t unlike that of a human matchmaker.

Lily made copies of the feeding schedules. She would check to be sure she had the supplies later, but expected she would, since Iris had been caring for the animals until she died. She had procrastinated long enough. Time to get the ledger out.

A small jewelry box with a combination lock sat on the top shelf of the bookcase, next to a magical urn. Lily had to use a step stool to reach it. She knew the combination, but didn’t need it. Her ancestors had charmed the box to open to anyone from the Blackwood lineage. Inside, was a key to the cabinet. Lily inserted it into the lock, pulled out the heavy, leather-bound journal and set it on the desk. The only other item in the compartment was an ancient whistle made of bone. When Lily was young, her grandmother had often worn the whistle around her neck, but when she first became ill, she had tucked it away with the ledger. Lily wasn’t sure what the whistle’s purpose was, but she guessed it must be magically valuable or deeply personal for Iris to secure it with the ledger.

She knew the ledger intimately, having studied it as a teen and even used it herself. Faded early entries were written in a careful, but old-fashioned script. As she flipped through the book, the writing grew more legible. She recognized Iris’s handwriting when she reached it and later on the pages in her own hand. Even as a teenager, she’d had several successful matchings under her belt until everything went wrong.

Absently, Lily pushed back the sleeves of her sweater and ran her fingers over the raised burn scar on her wrist. She would forever carry the mark of that dreadful day she had tried to force the phoenix match. Pushing the memory from her mind, she kept turning pages until she reached the end of the writing. Iris’s last match had been between a cat and a witch from a neighboring town. Although witches could bind with any animals that possessed magical ability, cats were still the most common.

Lily hoped to find notes about Ripple or Luna. Iris often scribbled notes on everything from fast food napkins to grocery store receipts, but the book did not record matches until they were completed.

A handful of notes were tucked under the book’s cover. Lily spread them out on the desk. Most correlated with various matchings in the book and Lily set them aside. She would file them later. Three scraps of paper remained.

One was a rough drawing of a small pond. Apparently, Iris had no leads on a match for Ripple and had considered having a pond dug for him behind the shop. Unfortunate. The second note gave her some hope. Iris wanted to investigate whether Luna and the local librarian would be a suitable match.

The third note was in her grandmother’s handwriting, but messier, as if hastily scrawled. When Lily touched the paper, a sheet torn from a spiral notebook, her burn scar tingled. She read the words. Anchor points weakening, not age. Someone testing boundaries. Start with lighthouse.

What could they mean? Had her grandmother been losing her cognitive abilities? Growing paranoid? Or was she on to something? Something to do with Stonebrook and the magical community?

Lily turned the note over, half-expecting more—an explanation, a map, anything. Instead, only a faint scent of salt lingered, like lake mist trapped in the paper. Start with the lighthouse. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what came next.
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