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      I had uncovered many interesting finds in Nana’s Attic, my favorite local thrift store—but nothing like this. I stared unblinking at the coffee mug tucked back on a wire shelf behind a ceramic teddy bear, a dozen mason jars, and a few early attempts at painted figurines that had been donated.

      The mug had caught my eye as I’d been strolling down the shelves doing a little window shopping. After I’d been laid off a few months ago, life had been increasingly difficult. Nana’s Attic always brought me a sense of peace, and enough to see to get my mind off everything for an hour or two a few times a week.

      In a way, it was a bit like meditation.

      I eased aside the menagerie of goods awaiting their new home, the mason jars clinking against each other. With nimble fingers, I hooked the mug handle. Heat shot up my arm from the point of contact.

      “Release me now, you witch!”

      I snapped my arm back as I stumbled away from the shelf, looking around for who had shouted at me. At least, I thought the command had been directed at me.

      Witch? And release who?

      Across the floor, a man and woman stood murmuring over a used red sectional couch. All the other shoppers were near the front of the store, with the secondhand clothes. I was alone with the shelves of treasures.

      Scowling, I started to turn to leave. Then I remembered my mug.

      It was such an unusual piece of pottery, clearly handmade but with refined skill. The color flowed from dark tan at the bottom to dusty gray at the top, with flecks of gold scattered across the surface. The mug was somehow quaint but regal at the same time.

      I reached for it again. This time, the strange warmth from earlier didn’t flare. I must have had a weird misfire in the ol’ brain.

      I had been under a lot of stress recently.

      After sliding the mug towards me, I lifted it off the shelf, cupping it my hands. It fit nicely, like it belonged there.

      What the heck does that mean? Coffee mugs are meant to be held. Get some sleep, Nora.

      Holding up the mug, I turned it in my hands to take in the exquisite earthy detail.

      “Who the hell are you? Begone!”

      I startled, looking up and around me. I was still alone.

      There must be some toy or device triggered nearby. I focused my attention back to the mug and finished turning it around.

      A pair of eyes blinked up at me.

      I gasped, nearly dropping the mug. I caught it at the last moment before it slipped from my fingers.

      Then I just held the mug out, staring at it—in the eyes.

      The eyes shifted side to side, as if taking in its surroundings, before narrowing on me.

      “You won’t get away with this, Jacindabelle.”

      I stared at the mug, unable to formulate a complete thought. When I finally could think something coherent, I had no idea where to begin.

      Why is he calling me Jacindabelle? Why don’t I see any lips moving when he speaks? And why the heck is a mug talking in the first place?

      “I’m sorry…what?” I said, then looked around to make sure no one would notice me talking to a mug.

      Maybe a witness wouldn’t be a bad thing though…

      “Oh, your disguise won’t fool me, you hag!” If he’d had a mouth, he would have spit.

      Except he didn’t have a mouth. I still had no idea how he was talking to me.

      “Disguise?” With one hand, I lifted the ends of my hair over my shoulder. “I haven’t even dyed my hair in months.”

      He studied me long and hard, his eyes glinting with rage.

      What the hell did a coffee mug have to be angry over?

      Then his eyes softened. “What…what year is it?”

      “2022,” I said slowly, then started to turn the mug in my hand again like I could find a clue to his existence.

      “Would you stop that! Face me towards you, woman!”

      I paused. I might not know what was going on, but I wasn’t about to be spoken to like that—not by a man, and definitely not by a mug.

      With a disgusted sound, I slid him back on the shelf, faced him out, and turned to leave.

      “Wait!” he called. “I didn’t mean that.”

      “Good luck with whatever…this is,” I said with a wave of my hand.

      What did one say to a coffee mug? This was all a bit too much. I would have to do some research when I returned home. Was this some kind of gimmick? A new AI technology being dispersed onto the unsuspecting public?

      Aliens?

      He let out a deep sigh. “Is it really 2022?”

      “Why would I lie?” I asked.

      I really shouldn’t keep engaging with whatever was happening here, but what mortal could resist an animated mug? Clearly, I’d missed some detail where this would all make sense.

      A female shopper from the clothing section strolled my way, pushing a cart. She gave me a look, then must have thought I was on a hidden earpiece she couldn’t see and proceeded on her way.

      I snatched up the mug, and he gave a small ungh sound as I whisked us around the corner, away from prying eyes and ears.

      “What are you?” I asked with a growl. Curiosity had simmered into frustration.

      “I am Emerson Blackmore,” he said.

      I hadn’t been expecting a name. And definitely not one that sounded so…Earth.

      “Emerson?” I asked, incredulous. “Your name is Emerson? You’re a—you’re a coffee mug!”

      “I know what I am,” he hissed. “Can you please stop shaking me?”

      I hadn’t realized I’d been shaking him until he pointed it out.

      “Sorry.” I made an effort to still my hands and all the frustration settled into my shoulders instead. “How are—”

      The woman rounded the corner, cart squeaking. She pretended to focus on the collection of ceramic giraffes on the shelf across from me, but I knew a nosy Nancy when I saw one. I’d eavesdropped plenty of times myself…just never over someone fighting with a coffee mug.

      “I’m going to take you home with me,” I whispered, figuring it was safe enough if anyone overheard. They would just think I was talking to my purchase, which was the less weird of the options, somehow.

      I flipped the mug over to find the price tag on the bottom.

      “Are you insane, woman!” Emerson shouted, sounding winded.

      How could a mug be winded?

      “Oops.” I eased him back upright as I scurried farther down the row, away from the ears. “I was just checking how much you cost, that’s all. Let’s go get you paid for.”

      “Paid for? You’re going to exchange currency—for me?”

      “Well, yes, I don’t feel like having to go to court over a dollar fifty theft.”

      “Theft? Court?”

      I headed towards the front as he worked out his confusion.

      “Oh. I’m a mug.”

      “Yes, you’re a…You should probably be quiet, is what, actually. I’m not sure how to explain this to anyone yet.”

      He hesitated. “I don’t think anyone else can hear me.”

      I hadn’t considered that, but now was not the time to test out his theory.

      “Just hang on a few minutes, then we will be alone.”

      He didn’t reply, didn’t make a sound, as I approached the only open cash register. I placed the mug on the counter, then grimaced as the cashier hefted it up.

      “Good morning! Look at this beautiful find!” she said, waving the mug. “I saw this come in with a big estate donation. Almost got it myself. One of a kind, isn’t it?”

      “Uh, it sure is,” I said, doing my best not to cringe as she scanned that tag on the bottom.

      “Would you like it wrapped in paper for the ride home?” she asked, hitting the total button on the register.

      I dug around in my purse for a dollar bill and change. “Uh, no, I think that would be…I think he’s—it—is fine.”

      She smiled as she accepted the money from me. “Receipt in the bag, dear?”

      “Yes…Sure, go ahead.”

      I couldn’t imagine what this ordeal was like for the mug, but it wasn’t like I could ask him yet.

      I smiled at the cashier. “Thank you so much.”

      “You have a blessed day,” she said, handing me the bag.

      I slipped my fingers through the handle and lowered the bag to my side, careful not to bump it against the counter. “You, too!”

      With that, I headed for the front glass door and into the warm midmorning air. “Okay, we’re safe. We’ll be at my car in a minute.”

      “What is this vile fabric?” he said, voice choked from inside the bag. “It clings to my face. Will I suffocate?”

      “I…I have no idea.”

      I wasn’t up on the care of sentient coffee mugs.

      “That’s not a reassuring answer,” he snapped.

      “Look, you,” I said, “I don’t have any idea what is going on. Just give me a second, will ya?”

      I unlocked my car with the fob from my purse, then lowered the bag onto the passenger seat along with my purse before sliding behind the steering wheel. After I shut the door, I let out a relieved sigh. At least I was alone now and could try to sort out what had happened.

      I took a few bracing breaths, then shifted around the bag and removed the mug from inside. I held him up off the seat a little and stared down into his strangely human eyes.

      “I’m going to put you on the floorboard, so you’re safest. I don’t think I can buckle you in…Do me a favor, and don’t talk until we get home.”

      “Don’t talk?” he spluttered.

      “Yeah, I just need a moment, and I don’t think I can drive and focus on the fact there’s a talking coffee mug in my car.”

      “What is this contraption?”

      “Please, just…let me get us home first.”

      He lowered his gaze in acceptance, and I placed him on the floorboard, tucked just under the passenger seat.

      Without another word, I started the ignition and backed out onto the road.

      I probably should be more concerned with bringing this cursed object into my house—clearly, this mug was cursed—but that was always the risk with secondhand finds, wasn’t it?

      I couldn’t imagine how this situation was going to end.
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