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      Pawsitive Beginnings is a prequel novella for the Mystic Notch Paranormal Cozy Mystery Series.  This is one of Willa and Pandora’s first adventures. Before Willa knew the truth behind her eerily intelligent cat!

      

      “If only Willa knew how to communicate with her feline companion, who happens to be privy to certain evidence that her human is not, Willa might find the suspicious happenings in Mystic Notch easier to understand. Mystic Beginnings brings supernatural together with classic cozy mystery, creating a plot that is just the right amount of creative and believable.” Libybet R. G., Copy Editor, Red Adept Editing
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      Last Chance Books felt hollow and empty without my grandmother’s presence. Sure, the store was much the same as it had always been. The same leathery-vanilla scent of old books. The same creaky pine floors, antique oak counter, and purple microsuede sofa. The same rows of bookshelves.

      But without Gram, everything seemed a little less bright, and even though I was grateful to have inherited the bookshop, I was devastated that it was because of her death.

      I might have felt a little guilty because I hadn’t spent as much time with Gram over the last twenty years as I would have liked. After college, I’d gotten a job as a crime journalist in Boston, and as the years went on, I’d come back to my hometown of Mystic Notch, nestled in the scenic White Mountains of New Hampshire, less and less.

      At least inheriting the bookstore had come at precisely the perfect time in my life. I’d just gone through a nasty divorce and was recovering from a car accident that nearly took my life. In my late forties, I wasn’t getting any younger and was in need of a change and a slower pace of life.

      I slowly made my way down the aisles of books, carefully running my fingers across their spines as I went. There were leather bounds, worn paperbacks, and jacketed hardcovers. Happy memories bubbled up of idyllic childhood summers spent curled up on one of the chairs, reading while Gram ran the bookshop, and I found myself relaxing.

      As I turned a corner, I sensed someone watching me. I spun around to see a pair of unblinking, luminescent golden-green eyes brimming with curiosity and maybe a slight bit of uncertainty. It was Pandora, the cat I’d inherited along with the bookstore.

      “Hey, Pandora.” I squatted down and put my hand out toward her. She regarded it suspiciously then slowly walked over, allowing me to pet her. For as long as I could remember, Gram had had a sleek gray cat just like Pandora. In fact, they’d all been named Pandora too. I guess it was one of her quirks.

      It surely couldn’t be the same cat, because she’d be almost fifty years old now. Though I don’t ever remember Gram without one. She must have gotten similar-looking cats as each one passed on.

      “I think you should look out back, Willa.”

      The voice startled me, and I almost knocked over the bookcase I was squatting next to as I whirled around to see a wispy form appear.

      Did I forget to mention that I also inherited two ghosts with the bookstore? Yep, Robert Frost and Franklin Pierce—that’s right, the Robert Frost and Franklin Pierce—haunted the shop, and they were both hovering behind me with concerned looks on their faces.

      “Out back?” I asked. You’d think I would be terrified to see ghosts, but these two were actually quite friendly, and this wasn’t my first sighting. I’d been seeing ghosts since shortly after my car accident. Prior to that, I would have thought you were crazy to even suggest such a thing, but now… well… I guess I’d accepted that ghosts were real.

      “Yes, there is something amiss,” Robert said. “But please, don’t take the path less traveled. I think you should go out there right away.”

      “You always have to work in one of your poems, don’t you?” Franklin’s ghost scowled at Robert.

      “If the shoe fits,” Robert said.

      “Well, it doesn’t fit, and besides, I think Willa prefers my books. They are in the front row.”

      The two continued to argue while floating behind me as I made my way to the back door. After owning the bookshop for almost a month, I was getting used to their rivalry about whose books were more interesting and more important, so now I tended to tune them out when they bickered about it.

      The back door opened to an alleylike area behind the row of shops that Last Chance books was in. I opened the door, curious about what Robert and Franklin knew to be out here. Pandora must have been curious, too, because she came along right beside me.

      I gasped when I opened the door. Someone was lying on the ground next to the dumpster!

      I rushed over to the body, my heart racing. Who was it? Had they been injured somehow? Were they still alive?

      I felt for a pulse, but there was nothing. The man was dead. A breeze ruffled his hair, and I recognized him. It was Bradley Eberts, the town’s building inspector. I might not have known that had he not given me a big fat violation just the other day.

      I frowned, puzzled by his presence. It wasn’t even eight a.m. What was he doing back here so early? I was pretty sure the town offices didn’t open until nine, and hardly any shops were open.

      A door three stores down opened, and a woman with coppery-red hair stepped out. Marina Bettencourt, the owner of Mystic Spa, was holding a trash bag—like, on her way to the dumpster that now had a body in front of it. A crow which had been perched on the dumpster flew off, startled by her sudden appearance.

      She looked at me kneeling on the ground, and a crease formed between her brows, then her gaze drifted to the body. Her green eyes widened, and she screamed then fainted dead away.
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      Pandora had known long before Willa that Bradley Eberts was dead. She also knew something else that Willa didn’t know. The little sliver of iridescent glass next to the body wasn’t just trash from the alleyway. It was a piece of glass from an amulet. A magical amulet.

      Bradley must have been wearing it, which meant that Bradley was probably one of the magical beings that inhabited the Notch. Pandora could see that Bradley was no longer wearing an amulet. Someone must have taken it. Was that why he was killed?

      Pandora’s previous human, Willa’s grandmother, Anna, would have been on the glass like mustard on a hot dog. She would have known the small piece of glass that shimmered like moonlight on a lake wasn’t like the ordinary bits of glass that littered the alley. Anna would have pocketed it and brought it to her friend Elspeth for safekeeping. Anna would have known that this death was no ordinary death.

      But Willa seemed oblivious to the importance of the glass no matter how many times Pandora tried to shove it under her nose. So now it was up to Pandora. Because someone had to figure out what happened to the amulet. If it fell into the wrong hands, the results for the town of Mystic Notch could be quite disastrous.

      Pandora reminded herself that she needed to have patience with Willa. The woman wasn’t privy to the secrets of the Notch. She had no idea that some of the people who seemed to be mere humans were in fact magical. She had no idea that some of those magical beings meant to harm the Notch. And she certainly had no idea that Pandora was one of a group of ancient magical cats that had been tasked with protecting Mystic Notch.

      It only made sense that Willa was more concerned with the dead body and the fact that the lady from the spa had fainted. Pandora was a little suspicious about that. She’d heard rumors about Marina Bettencourt and her facials that “worked like magic” to restore youth and beauty.

      Was Marina using magic to produce those results? Most of the magical beings in the Notch hid their true powers, so it was difficult to know who was magical and who wasn’t unless you caught them, and as far as Pandora knew, no one had caught Marina.

      But still, was it odd she was here so early in the morning? The spa didn’t open for hours yet. What if she killed Bradley and then slipped back into her shop so that she could come back out later and pretend she had discovered him while taking her trash to the dumpster? It certainly would be a shock to see that Willa had already found him.

      While Pandora was musing about all of this, Willa had grabbed her phone and was calling the police. The police would come and scrutinize every piece of trash in the alley, including the magical glass piece. They might even take it and lock it away in one of their evidence bags. Pandora couldn’t let that happen. She batted at the piece of glass, moving it as far away from the body as she could. Just to be safe, she shoved it into a crack in between the pavement and the building. She’d have to come back and get it later and then bring it to the rest of the cats so that they could analyze the magic.

      Pandora and the cats of Mystic Notch could not depend on the police to help them. The police might be able to discern the human motive of the crime, but they were not aware of any magical undercurrents in the town. Making sure that magic remained on the side of good was up to the cats of Mystic Notch.
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      Calling the police was a little different for me than it was for other people because the sheriff was my sister, Augusta.

      Gus, as everyone called her, showed up in record time, and I was surprised to see a flicker of concern in her amber eyes before she adopted her usual all-business demeanor.

      Gus and I were total opposites. She was petite, with long blond hair and an hourglass figure. I was taller, with wild copper curls and a bit more padding. The only things we had in common were our amber eyes. We’d inherited those from our mother.

      It wasn’t that Gus and I were estranged. It was just that we weren’t too close, since I’d lived hours away in Boston most of our adult lives. I should have been better at keeping in touch with her, but I was trying to rectify that.

      “What happened?” Gus asked as she looked over the crime scene.

      “I came in early and found him there like that,” I said, omitting the part about how the ghosts had alerted me to look in the back. Gus didn’t believe in ghosts.

      Gus immediately got to work, snapping photos and taking note of any evidence she could find. The EMTs had come and were tending to Marina while the coroner examined Bradley’s body.

      “Looks like a fatal blow to the head,” the coroner said to Gus, who nodded. She’d already done a preliminary examination.

      She turned back
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