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“Wrapped in intrigue, laced with magic, and tied with the murderous ribbons of deceit, The Trouble with Magic will keep you glued to your seat until the very last page. In fact, the only Trouble with Magic is that it ends!” —Dorothy Morrison, author of Everyday Magic

 
“Readers will delight in a terrific mix of murder, magic, and high spirits as feisty Maggie O’Neill finds herself caught between the traditional values of her Indiana hometown and a bewitching new friend, Felicity Dow, owner of a mysterious shop called Enchantments. An irresistible page-turner.”

—Dolores Stewart Riccio, author of  The Divine Circle of Ladies Making Mischief

WITCHY WOMAN

I peered out, straining to discern precious details. Dimly I could make out a glint on the asphalt drive below. Marcus’s motorcycle. So he’d not left yet. I leaned closer to the window and tried to look straight down.

Without even the slightest hesitation or stab of conscience, I found myself sliding the latch to the right and carefully sliding the sash upward, inch by inch.

Cold swept into the room like a marauding invader, invisibly, insidiously. I shivered and dropped to my knees, resting my hands on the sill. They were right down there, all right.

A ring of light edged into view, rippling like water. An oil lamp or flame of some sort. The light moved, and then I could see the two of them, glowing like fairy people in the darkness of night.

They were heading for the woods.

I watched the swinging lantern and shadowy figures disappear into an invisible treeline that I knew must be there. I stayed at the window, despite the fact that I was shivering to beat the devil, and kept scanning the far distance for some sign of what they were doing. I saw a pale glow lighting the treetops.

Fire? And voices, wafting to me on the wind.

Chanting.

Adrenaline zipped up my spine. I hastily closed the window and climbed into bed, dragging the soft blankets up to my chin. No wonder Marcus and Felicity were an item. They were magical partners. Did they work with others? A coven of witches? Were they out there now?

What had I gotten myself into?




[image: 001]




THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP  
Published by the Penguin Group  
Penguin Group (USA) Inc.  
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA  
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia 
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), Cnr. Airborne and Rosedale Roads, Albany, Auckland 1310, New Zealand 
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, 
South Africa

 
Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

 
THE TROUBLE WITH MAGIC

 
A Berkley Prime Crime Book / published by arrangement with the author

 
PRINTING HISTORY 
Berkley Prime Crime mass-market edition / January 2006

 
Copyright © 2006 by Madelyn Alt.


 
All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

For information, address: The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

eISBN : 978-0-425-20746-8

 
BERKLEY® PRIME CRIME 
Berkley Prime Crime Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014. 
The name BERKLEY PRIME CRIME and the BERKLEY PRIME CRIME design 
are trademarks belonging to Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 


 



http://us.penguingroup.com




The universe is full of magical things, patiently waiting for our wits to grow sharper.

 
—EDEN PHILLPOTTS




Chapter 1

I don’t know what it was that made me abandon my usual path to work on that particular October Tuesday. The morning had dawned misty and gray—my favorite kind—and it made me groan all the more about heading into the grim Collections job I had desperately come to dread. Four-plus years of pressuring-slash-coercing-slash-browbeating tightfisted customers into paying our invoices, working to solve problems and inconsistencies ad infinitum, and pouring a never-ending stream of coffee for a boss who viewed every female in the office as slave labor—well, it was enough to drive anyone over the edge. Lately I’d been having to drag myself out of bed in the morning . . . but it was futile to resist. I was nothing if not responsible.

That morning the whispers of reluctance proved too insistent to ignore. Despite what I considered near-saintlike intentions of swinging into work early (my boss, more commonly known as The Toad, would have inserted a snide for once at that point), I found myself cranking the worn steering wheel of my old 1972 Bug at the next intersection, leaving the straight and orderly procession of Main Street to veer off downhill on the lesser traveled River Street.

A blatant avoidance tactic, granted, but sometimes a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.

Stony Mill, Indiana, is your typical Midwestern town, with typical Hoosier idiosyncrasies. Staunchly proud of its position in the Bible Belt of the north, it is a place where going to church on Sunday means you’re forgiven for your visit to the hooter bar on Friday night. I know this town like the back of my hand . . . or at least, I used to. A shadow had fallen over my hometown; I hardly recognized it anymore. They say that change is good. That it keeps a place from stagnating. In the case of Stony Mill, that meant opening our arms to a flood of big-city expatriates who saw my quiet town as a way of building their expensive homes free of the burden of city-sized taxes. With them came problems. Too many problems. Why the interlopers all seemed to feel this town owed them for the honor of their presence was beyond me.

Behold, people, the Me generation is alive and well.

One good thing to come out of it was the district along River Street, the oldest thoroughfare in the county and a once thriving trade center whose ancient and rustic warehouses now sheltered a bustling antiques trade. I loved antiques, but I rarely allowed myself the luxury of even window shopping down this way. First of all, I worked for a living, and the shoppes (someone had added an extra p and an e to the word in advertising a few years back because they thought it sounded erudite) catered to those with far more padding in their purses. Second, I worked for a living; hence, I had better ways to spend my hard-earned pennies. Like paying the rent. Or if I was feeling a little crazy, squandering it on something really frivolous. Like peanut butter, or mac ’n’ cheese.

As always, the storefronts looked like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. Weathered gray clapboards and multipaned windows bordered with shutters and cascading flower boxes worked together to score major points with the yuppie crowd. (That would not be me.) Yet as much as I abhorred the bustle of the crowds, I loved the quiet dignity of the old buildings, the gentle whisper of the river currents, the riotous colors of mums and still-thriving geraniums spilling from the windowboxes, and the come-in-and-sit-a-spell hominess of the store displays. The combination was pretty hard to resist.

With a last rueful glance at the cheap digital clock Velcroed to my dashboard, I parked the temperamental car I laughingly called Christine and stepped out into the damp.

Just for a minute or two, I told myself. Just long enough to soak up the atmosphere of the place before it was overrun by the country club set that generally kept me at bay.

Designer separates and hundred-dollar-an-ounce perfume really try my patience.

Overhead, darker clouds had begun to gather, a warning of even wetter weather still to come. Ever hopeful, I dug behind the frayed bucket seat in the off chance that I had left some sort of jacket or—was it too much to ask?—an umbrella back there, but after two minutes of muttering beneath my breath, I came up with nothing more than a few desiccated French fries and an overdue library book I thought I had returned weeks ago.

I flipped it over, only halfheartedly considering. It was a thriller, and not a very good one. It did have a plastic sleeve on the cover . . .

I discarded the thought immediately. Somehow I suspected the library would frown upon one of its prized potboilers being used as a rain shield. Besides, my love for books wouldn’t allow it, no matter how desperate I got. Better to get back in the Bug and drive on to the office.

I wanted to. I really did. It would be the sensible thing to do. But something inside me, some burgeoning impulse I didn’t understand, prevented my feet from doing the sensible thing.

A little exasperated, and a lot bemused, I found myself stuffing my hands into the pockets of my slacks and hunching my shoulders against the wind and damp as I walked up the rejuvenated brick-and-concrete sidewalks, silently praising those few store owners who had thoughtfully erected awnings.

At first I scarcely looked at the shops. I thought if I just got out and walked around a bit, whatever it was that was compelling me to be there might leave me the hell alone and let  me get back to the mundane existence I grudgingly led. Eventually the wind and mist seemed to lessen as I pushed on and I found myself pausing to gaze longingly at tall, Gothic cabinets and sparkling glass bottles, bookshelves and bureaus with lace doilies dripping from them, enormous earthen crocks overflowing with dried bittersweet, and more. So much more.

I looked. I dreamed. I lusted.

Suddenly, lightning cracked open the dark sky over Stony Mill, Indiana.

“Shit!”

I raced for my car, digging for my keys as my legs pumped, harder, faster. I hadn’t found them by the time I reached the car, but through my wilting bangs I could see the telltale knob poking up from the door panel—I hadn’t locked the driver’s-side door. Laughing with relief, I reached for the latch and jammed my thumb against the chrome push button release.

Nothing. It didn’t budge.

Christine strikes again.

I didn’t even bother to curse this time as the rain plastered my hair to my scalp; I bolted in a blind panic. I was hoping to find an open store somewhere along the riverfront, but it was only a few ticks past eight. Most of the stores didn’t open for another hour. I was doomed.

Shivering, I ducked into a small alcove, pressing my back against the old wood-and-glass door in hopes that the rain couldn’t reach me there. My efforts were only halfway effective—raindrops still pelted my face, gathering reinforcements by the minute. I sighed, resigned to a long, cold, wet wait . . . but . . . there was a part of me that gleefully accepted the delay. After all, my boss could hardly complain if I came in looking like a wet version of my Great-Aunt Frances’s ancient fox stole. And then there was that little niggle at the back of my mind that told me I was right where I was supposed to be today.

Confused, weary, I turned my face to the sky. What? I demanded in silence of the universe at large. What are you trying to tell me?

Without warning, the door I was leaning against opened  and I fell backward, pinwheeling my arms in a futile grab for balance, into a dark space that smelled strongly of cinnamon.

Hardwood floors, I noted as my all-too-ample backside made contact. Ouch. (Mental note: Must borrow Melaine’s  Buns of Steel video.)

I sat there a moment, wondering how my day had come to this. I’d started out with such good intentions. Really I had.  (Approaching the Big Three-Oh sometimes does that to a girl.)  Get into work early, make a serious attempt to show The Toad that I wasn’t the lackluster reprobate he thought me to be, press my nose firmly to the grindstone, and maybe, just maybe, start working my way up in the world. I surrender to temptation for one brief moment of weakness and look what happens: I end up late for work, soaked to the skin, and sprawled on a scuffed wooden floor that might as well have been concrete.

Obviously something went wrong somewhere.

But self-pity serves no woman’s purpose and we Hoosiers are nothing if not hardy, so I gingerly dusted my palms against my cheap black slacks (Wal-Mart, $14.95), wincing at the sting of scraped skin. I was about to scramble to my feet when a pale face suddenly floated into view before my eyes, swooping out at me from the darkness.

“Holy-Mary-Mother-of-God!” I yelped, scrabbling backward in surprise.

A gentle laugh halted my retreat. “Hardly. Are you all right, dear?”

All right? My heart was beating faster than Thumper’s hind feet and I’d conked my right shoulder on something hard and unyielding, but all things considered, I was no worse for the wear. The woman’s voice—my poor, numb brain worked to decipher its nationality . . . Irish? English?—was a soft coo, as soothing as a mother singing a lullaby. Well, someone’s mother, anyway. Someone else’s, that is.

I squinted as a match flared three feet away, the bitter odor of sulfur for a moment overpowering the cinnamon bun scent of the store.

“The electricity is out.” The woman touched the match to a candle. The flame sputtered once then caught, casting warm  light in a small golden circle. “That last bit of lightning must have taken out a transformer or some such nonsense. The gods are having a fine time up there this morning, if I do say so myself.”

Seeing that my wits had fled and still hadn’t returned, she extended a slender, beringed hand to me. I took it, gratefully, and scrambled to my feet. Only when I had let go did the heat of it register. My hand tingled with the impression of hers.

Something trembled on the edge of my awareness, the kind of watchfulness you get when you know something is about to happen. The hairs at the nape of my neck prickled. My senses perked. And yet, I felt no sense of danger.

“I’m terribly sorry to barge in on you this way,” I began, finding my voice at last as I tried to make sense of the impressions battering at me from all directions. “I’m not sure what happened, actually. I’d taken refuge from the storm in your alcove, and the next thing I knew—”

“Ah. I have been meaning to get that lock fixed,” the woman said simply, setting the candlestick on a wooden countertop. She opened a cabinet and took out several more, arranging them precisely in an arc, then used the first to light the lot of them.

Slowly the circle of light grew in circumference, warm, shimmering. Welcoming. For the first time I could see the woman who had for a moment scared the daylights out of me. Sleek coppery hair, liberally streaked with silver, was combed away from her face in rich waves that curved around her ears and tickled her nape. Her clothes were not the designer togs of the yuppie contingent, but they exuded a classic kind of elegance that I thought of as timeless, and they suited her to a tee. A pair of half-moon spectacles hung on a long silver chain about her neck. On her, I bet they looked magnificent. She was of average height, willow-slender, but from her emanated a quiet strength that had nothing to do with the physical and everything to do with character. On the whole, she was everything I wanted to be when I grew up.

“Do I meet with your approval?”

I snapped my gaze up to her twinkling blue eyes. Heat  rushed to my cheeks. “I’m sorry. That must have seemed terribly rude.”

She waved aside my apology, her rings shooting sparks in the shimmering candlelight. “Rudeness is in the eye of the be-holder. I would be doing the same if I were you, given the circumstances.” She held out her hand to me. “Felicity Dow.”

Hesitating only a moment, I took her hand. “Maggie O’Neill.”

“Charmed, my dear.”

I shifted, wondering what time it was and wishing I had found a way to afford a cell phone like everyone else in the civilized world. The Toad would be grinding his crowns to powder by now.

“I should be going,” I said, gesturing halfheartedly toward the door. Actually, I’d rather catch my death of pneumonia standing out in the rain than go into work at this late hour, but I couldn’t tell my benefactor that. I did, however, need to call in, and soon. Maybe if I tried very hard, I could muster a passable scratchy throat for effect.

“Nonsense. You’ll catch your death in this weather.”

A shiver went zipping up my spine as she echoed my thoughts. Déjà vu. “The rain is letting up.”

It was a halfhearted attempt at best, and it received just as much attention as it deserved. She had been bustling about in the dark, just beyond the bowl of candlelight. Now she came forward, a delicate china cup held out toward me, complete with saucer.

“Here. You’ll be wanting this.”

She definitely was not from around here. No one slid saucers under their teacups anymore. In fact, hardly anyone I knew drank tea.

The spicy scent of Earl Gray wafted up on tendrils of steam. Bemused, I looked down into the clear brown depths. The steam swirled before my eyes like a cloud that had been stirred by the finger of an angel.

Her laughter tinkled on the air around me. “Don’t you just love it when it does that?”

From the moment I had entered this store, nothing had  seemed quite right. I felt like Alice when she fell down the rabbit’s hole, and I couldn’t figure out why.

“If you’re looking for a job—”

I stared at her, trying to focus. Had I said anything about looking for a job?

“—I could use someone here. Full time, of course. I can’t promise you’ll be a millionaire by the time you’re forty, but I can say that the company you’d keep is delightfully effervescent.” She flashed me an elfish smile. “And you’ll never be bored.”

Her clear eyes gently probed mine. I lowered my eyelashes self-consciously. Somehow I got the feeling that this woman rarely missed much.

Even so, a sudden swell of yearning rose within me, filling my throat with desire.

A job. Here.

I glanced around, thirstily drinking in as many details as I could make out. Neat shelves lined the walls, their bulging contents tidy and yet wonderfully chaotic. Delightful scents promised a trove of treasures to be discovered and experienced, one by one. Candles and antiques. Books. Trunks large and small, begging to be opened. It was as if the entire store had been created with me in mind. Who knew what wonders I would find when the lights came back on?

Temptation burned within me, steady and sweet. I longed to accept. Oh, how I longed to.

Did I dare?

“The hours?” I squeaked out.

In the blink of an eye, the benevolent stranger became the smart businesswoman as she strode briskly behind what I could now tell was a rustic antique counter with a scarred but well-oiled top. From a file cabinet hidden beneath the counter’s ruffled chintz skirt, she withdrew a single sheet of paper.

She handed it to me. “This will detail the job duties, as well as the benefits. I can’t offer much, but I do the best I can.”

Matter-of-fact, not embarrassed or apologetic, and not arrogant. I liked that. It was more honest.

The letterhead showed the name of the store—ENCHANTMENTS—in bold, swirling letters, and beneath it in italics, ANTIQUES AND FINE GIFTS.

Enchantments. I liked that, too.

Outside, the line drive of wind and rain had begun to abate, a sign that I should let the nice lady get back to her shop while I got back to reality. Who knew, maybe I would be back.

Things were certainly looking up.

I gave her my thanks and told her I would give her a call that evening about the job, one way or another. Her nod said she had expected no less of me.

“Incidentally,” she said in an off-handed tone, “I hope this won’t affect your decision, but I should like our working relationship to be based on honesty and mutual trust. In fact, I insist upon it.”

I nodded, sneaking a glance at my watch. Eight thirty-six. The Toad was going to kill me. “I appreciate the sentiment.”

“Quite. You see, my dear, I am a witch.”

The second hand on my watch might as well have frozen. I blinked at her, not quite sure what I should say. “I, uh, don’t suppose you mean in the cranky, take-no-prisoners sense.”

She smiled a patient little smile. “I mean in the metaphysical, magical sense.”

A witch in Stony Mill. Holy crap, was she crazy? Trying not to stare, I dredged back through my hazy memory for all I’d learned about the American Witch Trials, thanks to a long-ago English lit lesson involving Miller’s The Crucible. Paranoia, power plays, and politics came immediately to mind. I’d lived in Stony Mill my whole life, and from what I’d seen, your average, everyday Hoosier hadn’t progressed much beyond that puritanical state.

But it was all make-believe anyway, right? No one believed in that kind of thing anymore.

In the end I decided not to hold it against her. It wasn’t my place to sneer if she wanted to play Harry Potter. When Judgment Day came, everything was in the hands of God anyway, if you believed in all that, which, even after eight years of catechism I wasn’t entirely sure that I did. Besides, what did it  matter if she was a bit of a loon? She was a likable loon, didn’t seem at all dangerous, and she was willing to hire me on the spot, which made her more than all right in my book.

I gave a magnanimous wave of my hand and smiled cheerily back at her as though I heard such claims all the time. “I could use a little magic in my life.”

I couldn’t have known at that moment just how true that was.




Chapter 2

Twelve minutes later I was standing stiffly at attention before The Toad, doing my best not to cry in front of my coworkers while he read me the riot act backward and forward, complete with red face and popping neck veins.

“Car problems . . .” was all I managed in my defense before he lifted his hand and pointed a finger toward the door.

“Miss O’Neill,” he began in the same unpleasant, nasal tones that never failed to make me feel all of twelve years old, “your services are no longer required. Your final check will be mailed to you following next Thursday’s payroll. I must ask that you leave the premises posthaste.”

Posthaste? Nobody used words like posthaste anymore.

Pompous ass.

I swallowed the words with my pride, grimacing at the sour taste of public humiliation. “May I at least collect my things?”

His pointing finger never lowered. “One of the girls will bring them out to you.”

The Girls. That’s all we’d ever been to him. Never mind that the girls held his company together on a day-to-day basis. Some of the girls were old enough to be his mother, but it didn’t matter. No amount of respect could be afforded The Girls.

My answer to him was short, to the point, and probably inadvisable, but I strode out of that sagging brick prison filled with more confidence, more joy than I’d felt in months. Years! It didn’t matter that I’d lost my only means of paying my bills. There was something to be said for self-possession in the face of adversity, and the shock on The Toad’s face had been worth it.

In the crumbling parking lot, I sat behind the wheel of my car, trying to decide what came next.

As I saw it, I had three options.

One, I could buy some newspapers and go back to my apartment to mope about in my scruffy pink bathrobe and fuzzy slippers while I scanned the classifieds.

Fun, fun.

Two, I could run home to Mother and Dad to take whatever comfort they were willing to offer. Dad would insist on feeding me chocolate—never a bad thing. Mom, on the other hand, would insist that I move back in with them.

Yeah, like that was going to happen. It might be a sin to say, but I’d rather join the black-habited commandos at St. Catherine’s. At least as a nun I wouldn’t be expected to date the losers Mom was always trying to hook me up with.

Three, I could contact the woman at Enchantments and accept her offer. Assuming she hadn’t already come to her senses.

Three had always been my lucky number.

One glowing, ego boost of a phone call later, I was once again gainfully employed. The world was my oyster, life was a bowl of cherries without the pits, and my confidence was as puffed up as a blowfish on steroids with ridiculous clichés. Grinning broadly, I snapped on the radio and sped through my small town, my foot heavy on the gas pedal, my heart light as air, my voice as warbling-ly bad as ever as I sang along with Cyndi Lauper (gotta love the “80s Power Hour”). On top of the world, or as much of the world as could be in evidence in Stony Mill, Indiana, I stopped in at the Java Hut and splurged on a Cinnamon Latte topped with whipped cream and mocha sprinkles, then tooled back across town toward my sister’s house, knowing I would find her home.

Melanie lived on the north edge of town in a subdivision with the ultrapretentious name of Buckingham West. Five years my junior, she was the standard by which my well-meaning mother measured the lack of success in my life. Married just out of college to the most prominent young lawyer in town, she was beautiful, the capable mother of two gorgeous little girls, perennially perky, and most importantly, married to the most prominent young lawyer in town. Which meant, of course, that she had risen above the modest expectations of our family and friends and had assumed a position of authority that she thought hers by default. Did I mention that she was married to the most prominent young lawyer in town?

“Does Mom know?”

I had just confessed the loss of my job and was overcome by her concern. “Gee, thanks, Mel. I’ll be all right, really. Don’t worry about me.”

She made a face over the rim of her coffee cup. “Well, of course you will. Honestly, Mags, you can be so melodramatic about things. Now, answer me. Does Mom know?”

Doting as ever, my sis. “No. Not yet.”

She gave me that measured stare that never failed to leave me defensive. Good heavens, when had she become so like our mother?

“It only just happened, you know. I thought I would postpone tightening the noose around my neck for a few hours.”

“Mmhmm. So what are you going to tell her?”

I stared at her, trying to remember why I had come. For comfort? Hardly. No, I had come to brag about my change in fortune, and I meant to do just that.

I reached for my paper cup and lifted it to my mouth before dropping my little bomb. “That I already have another job. A good one, as a matter of fact.”

“Well, well. That’s wonderful. Where will you be working?”

If her tone was any indication, Mel was enjoying a bit of skepticism. Good. I planned to have fun with this.

“I bumped into the owner of a gift shop down on the riverfront. You know that cute little shopping area that’s been doing so well?”

Mel lifted her artfully shaped brows in surprise. “I love those stores.”

That much was evident just by looking around. Her home was filled with elegant and expensive treasures. Enough to make me just the teensiest bit jealous.

“Which one?” she asked, hardly skipping a beat.

“Ever heard of Enchantments?”

Mel actually gasped. “You’re going to be working for Enchantments? That’s one of my favorites! They have the most fabulous antiques there. And bath oils, and soaps, and . . . I don’t suppose you’ll get an employee discount?”

I responded with no more than a shrug and a mysterious little smile, basking in the glow of knowing I’d made the right decision. Perhaps this was the one thing I had needed to turn my life around. To make some real changes. To move forward.

I rose to pour the dregs of my latte down the drain and caught sight of myself in a lovely sunflower mirror over the sink: round face, too pale skin, flyaway shoulder-length brown hair and all. But my hazel eyes sparkled, and my skin had a glow of confidence I had rarely seen. I was happy. For once it didn’t matter that Mel had inherited the sleek good looks of Great-Aunt Ceci, our late grandmother’s wild younger sister who had disgraced the family by running off to New York City to become a Rockette, while I took after Grandma Cora herself, with a stubbornness to match. Today . . . today was different. Today was mine.

Mirror, mirror, on the wall . . .

“Mags, don’t take this the wrong way, but . . . why you? I mean, you don’t exactly have a history in retail.”

The air in my bubble fizzed out, just a little. “Retail is about numbers, right? And accounting is all about numbers. Everything will work out in the end.”

Mel’s perfectly made-up face said she wasn’t so sure. “Whatever you think is best.”

Oh, yeah. She had Mom down pat.

 
I had arranged to start right away at Enchantments. The next morning, filled with trepidation (a last-minute keepsake from  my mother—Mom had always been generous when it came to that sort of thing) but determined not to let it hold me back, I showed up at the store early and was forced to wait, chewing my thumbnail and shivering inside Christine’s unheated confines until a low-slung black Lexus purred into the spot next to me. I grabbed my purse and keys and all but leaped from my car to greet her.

The car door swung open and Felicity Dow smiled up at me. “Oh, you’re here already. Excellent.”

I stood to one side, quivering like a nervous puppy as my new boss unfolded her legs from her car. She paused just long enough to throw the tail of a crimson wool wrap over one shoulder, then reached behind her seat to withdraw a slim black leather case and an old-fashioned velvet pouch purse that she slipped over her wrist.

She glanced at me. “Ready, then? Let’s get busy, shall we?”

I still hadn’t managed anything more than a squeaky “Good morning,” but I followed her nevertheless, overcome by an excitement that was making my very skin vibrate. Felicity unlocked the nondescript metal security door and led the way inside.

I hesitated, unnerved by the sense that by crossing that threshold, my life was about to change forever.

Was I ready?

I’d better be. When it came right down to it, I was more afraid of my life not changing from what it had been before. Now was not the time for chickening out.

Holding my breath, I stepped into the back room and looked around. The smallish space was dark inside, but I could see the outlines of a sturdy roll-top desk. And shelves. Lots of shelves. Obviously an office. To my right a closed door sported a placard labeled STORAGE.

The lights came on with a snap that felt alive, and the room swam into focus.

“There we are. Storage, there. My office is here, but you are, of course, welcome to use it at any time. You may store your things here—” She indicated a coat closet I hadn’t even noticed. “Why don’t you make yourself comfortable while I fix us a spot of tea.”

Felicity disappeared through dark purple velvet curtains to reveal the entry to the main part of the store. I slipped out of my coat, taking advantage of the time alone to have a quick look around free of scrutiny. I wouldn’t say I was nervous, exactly. Well, maybe a little. It was just that I’d never known anyone who called herself a witch before, and it was more intimidating than I’d expected. In the back of my mind, I kept hearing Sister Agnes’s waspish voice cautioning us against the evils of witchcraft. “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.”  Isn’t that what the Bible says? Although I had to admit, with her salon-sleek hair and elegant clothes, Felicity certainly didn’t look the part. Neither did the contents of the office offer a glimpse into a scarred psyche. Office supplies, file boxes, catalogs, inspirational tomes, items of nondistinction, all. They might have belonged to any businesswoman in today’s fast-paced world.

Everything looked so . . . normal. Not a pentagram or inverted crucifix in sight. I felt the tension twisting my stomach muscles slip a notch.

“Here you are, Margaret.” Felicity breezed through the parted drapes, carrying a steaming china cup in each hand. “I hope chai is to your liking. It’s very soothing.”

“Maggie,” I said automatically, leaning into the fragrant steam rising from my teacup. I’d never heard of chai. It smelled faintly fruity, with a hint of cloves, possibly nutmeg, and other spices I couldn’t place. “Call me Maggie. Only my mother calls me Margaret.”

“Maggie, then. I am very glad you came today. I rather thought . . . well, that I had perhaps frightened you away.”

I guiltily tucked my nose into the depths of my teacup, wondering again whether she was able to read minds. She certainly seemed to have a knack for echoing my thoughts. And for being direct.

“You needn’t be afraid of me, you know.”

I set my cup down, deciding to face the shadow of fear that had settled around my shoulders. “I’m not afraid. Just . . . curious. I’ve never met a witch before, and . . . well, I’m sure you know what people say.”

“Were you wondering where I keep my pointed hat and bubbling cauldron?”

Laughter trebled up from her throat, the bell-clear sound hugging around us like a mantle of softest cashmere.

I grinned, sheepishly, in spite of myself. “Something like that.”

“Well, my dear. I don’t show my magical tools to just anyone. But if you are truly curious, ask me again sometime. Like persistence, curiosity has its own rewards.”

It also killed the cat, but I wasn’t about to bring that up.

A twittering peal broke the spell, and I waited while Felicity delved into the beaded velvet bag that she had left on her desk. She unfolded her cell phone.

“Liss here. Oh. Hello.” Her voice trailed off, and I watched as her face stilled. “Oh. Has anything happened? You sound so strange. Well . . . yes, of course I can come out. Someone’s there? Have you rung the police? Oh. Yes, I see. No, calm down. Do try not to panic. I need to make a few phone calls, and then I’ll be out. Yes, straightaway. There is nothing to be afraid of. No. Don’t do anything. Leave the house if you feel threatened.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. What on earth was going on? I could faintly hear the tones of a woman’s voice on the other end of the line. I chewed on the soft flesh of my lower lip as the tension became a palpable force surrounding us.

“All right, then. Do try to stay calm. I’ll be right there.”

Felicity held the phone in her hands with her eyes closed for several moments before looking up at me rather blankly, as though she’d forgotten I was there. “Excuse me for a moment, will you, Maggie?”

“Of course.”

She left me in the office while she went through to the storefront to make her calls. I tried not to listen—really I did—but there was no door to block the sound of her voice.

“Right-o. It’s only that she sounded so strange. Not at all right. Anyway, thank you, Marcus. I’m so glad I found you at home.”

I grabbed a featherduster from the little cubby and tried to  look busy dusting the shelves before she poked her head back between the drapes.

“Maggie, I hate to do this, but I’m afraid it simply cannot be helped. I’m going to have to leave you here alone for a while.”

Alone? Eek. Nothing like being thrown into the thick of things straight off.

“A—friend—of mine has a bit of an emergency, and I’ve promised to help her. Don’t worry, it’s probably nothing. Everything will be fine. I’ll show you how to run the cash register. Just ring up the purchases for any customers who may come in and don’t worry about anything else for the time being. I’ll leave you my cell phone number in case you run into difficulty.” She patted my hand, her thoughts already a million miles away. “I’ll return as soon as I can.”

I nodded, my pulse quickening with the urgency I heard in her voice. “You go. I’ll be fine here.”

The brass bell at the front of the store tinkled then, and we both turned as one toward the sound.

“Liss? You back there?”

The voice was deep, a little gravelly, and alive with that riff of authority that could always be relied upon in a person of the male persuasion.

Felicity lifted her head. “I’ll be right with you, Marcus.” To me, she said, “Let’s go up front. I have a friend I’d like you to meet.”

I followed her to the storefront I’d not yet had the opportunity to explore. Standing in the doorway was a young man in what I guessed to be his early twenties, his long rangy body covered head to toe in sleek black leather. Dark wavy hair fell down below his shoulders, while his eyes were hidden behind a pair of oblong, Generation X-ish black shades. He looked dark, a little dangerous, and at the risk of making my dead grandmother roll over in her grave, a whole lot sexy. In other words, the last kind of person I would have expected to frequent a store like Enchantments.

A slow smile touched his lips as I emerged from behind Felicity. “Well, well. Who’s your shadow, Liss?”

Felicity motioned me behind the counter. “Maggie  O’Neill, may I present a dear friend of mine, Marcus Quinn. Maggie is my new associate, Marcus. Maggie, Marcus helps me with one of my . . . pet projects.”

As she walked me through the operation of the register, I couldn’t help wondering what kind of project a twenty-something man could assist a forty-something-year-old woman with. The thought made me smile.

“Right-o, then,” Felicity said, breezing back to pick up her wool wrap. “Maggie, we’ll be back soon. My number is on the pad by the register. Ring me if you run into trouble.”

Marcus followed Felicity out the back. I trailed behind them both, looking on from the doorway as Marcus held the door for Felicity. I might not have known quite what to make of him, but I couldn’t help admiring the view. There was something about a man in black that made me think of all those things Grandma Cora had always warned me against.

Parked next to Liss’s Lexus was a motorcycle, a sleek little foreign number. It seemed to perfectly suit Marcus’s personality, or at least what little I knew of it. As he walked past it, he gave the bike’s seat a fond pat before turning to duck into the waiting car.

He looked up as he swung the car door open and caught me watching him. Again that slow, delicious smile. Before I could turn away, he hooked a fingertip over the bridge of his shades to lower them, revealing eyes a startling shade of blue that surprised me all the more by aiming a saucy wink in my direction before he, too, disappeared into the belly of Felicity’s car.

I stood at the door for several moments after they’d purred out of sight, wondering why I felt so unnervingly off-kilter. And then a laugh bubbled up in my throat. I had spent way too many years buried in that tomb called Suitable Employment. Marcus Quinn was the hottest thing I’d seen in ages, a vision in black leather, and he’d just winked at me. Innocent gesture or no, my pulse was tooling along like an Indy 500 pace car. I was grinning like a maniac. For God’s sake, I was all but drooling. If he’d known how long it had been since a man had seen my bed, he would have run away in abject terror.

Too bad he was already taken.

For one self-indulgent moment, I allowed myself to envy my new boss—a lovely and generous woman who deserved a fling with a young studmuffin as much as anyone, I reminded my dark side. Besides, I didn’t need a man right now anyway. Now was the time to get everything back on track, to figure out who I was and what I wanted to do with the rest of my life before I got all distracted by a soul mate with a bod for sin. And I most definitely did not need a dark and dangerous hell-raiser like Marcus Quinn.

By that time my conscience was raising holy hell, so with one last sigh I shut the door and returned to my post.

For some people the voice of their conscience comes in silent thought form. For others, it’s more vocal, but always an extension of their own voice. Mine was the voice I’d heard so often as a high-strung and imaginative child—the stern, commanding voice of my Grandma Cora. Grandma Cora was the quintessential Hoosier farmer’s wife. As a child I’d been terrified of her, a short squat woman of Irish and German descent with capable hands and a no-nonsense attitude. I had spent a lot of time with her when my mom went through her Tupperware Lady stint way back in the early eighties. While my mom spent her evenings burping plastic bowls at parties, I spent mine watching my grandma knead hundreds of loaves of bread and pluck countless chickens bald. She saw my childhood fears and imaginings as nonsense and often told me the best way to overcome them was to face them head on. Maybe that was what had prompted her to stick a big, fat tomato worm down my shirt when I had refused to help her knock them from the plants at the tender age of nine.

My grandma would have scared the crap out of Genghis Khan.

I knew for a fact Grandma wouldn’t like this new direction my life was taking. Grandma thought good Catholic women found good Catholic husbands and stayed home to raise their scores of children into, you guessed it, good Catholics. According to Grandma, good Catholic women did something with their lives that truly mattered. Apparently working hard to keep one’s head above water doesn’t count. As it turned out, Grandma Cora and my mom had a lot in common. Thanks to  some character defect I no doubt inherited from my dad’s side, I’ve spent most of my life trying to prove them both wrong.

I wandered through the storefront, wondering what I should do first. It felt strange being alone in the shop when I’d only worked there for a total of, oh, ten minutes. Not uncomfortable, just odd. I decided now was the perfect time to familiarize myself with all of the merchandise without Felicity’s all-knowing gaze on me.

First things first: music.

Beneath the counter I found a small stereo and a supply of CDs with names like Ocean Waves and Earth Mother. Most of the time I preferred my music with words, but these would do for now. I popped in Green Rain, smiling as the healing sounds of a gentle shower filled the room, and began a leisurely drift through the stacks of goodies.

I still couldn’t believe my good luck. In addition to the lovely gifts and antiques, there was a bar for gourmet teas imported from England, specialty coffees, and fine chocolates. In one corner a monstrous Gothic cabinet held court. The bulk spices and herbs filling its pull-down bins made the entire area smell as exotic as a Marrakesh street market. Later I would take the time to go through each drawer one by one for a delightful olfactory experience, but for now I wanted to complete my storewide inventory. Lost in the moment, I opened decorating books and trailed my fingers across fabric swatches, delighted in pictorial compositions of the English countryside, sighed for a china tea set that cost about as much as my car, and daydreamed over a book about ancient Stonehenge.

Such lovely, lovely things.

But taking inventory of my surroundings turned out to be even more of an adventure than I had at first anticipated. Behind an unmarked four-panel door that I’d expected to reveal the bathroom, I found a stairway leading to an upper level. The stairs opened loft-style to a large well-lit space, easily half the size of the lower section of the store. Shelves dominated one whole end of the room, library-style, the windows above them displaying nothing but sky. The air in the room seemed unusually still to me, hushed in the way St. Catherine’s is during the day when there are only a few scattered church members crouched on kneelers throughout the dimly lit chapel. I moved forward slowly toward the shelves, quieting my steps upon the wide oak floorboards.

Something about this place . . .

The hairs on my arms stood up as I approached an enormous round braided rug devoid of furnishings in the center of the room. Unnerved by the sensation, I stopped in my tracks and ended up taking a circuitous path around it to the shelves, never quite ridding myself of the feeling that I was intruding.

If I had any doubts as to the eccentricities of Felicity’s religious habits, those doubts were entirely erased by the items on the shelves in that quiet, quiet space. This was no ordinary book collection. This was a glimpse into the hidden and mysterious world of occult practice. There were books on witchcraft by the hundreds, whose titles made mention of things such as wicca, wita, pecti-wita, and strega, whose authors possessed names from the mundane, Raymond Buckland, to the exotic, such as Zsuzsanna Budapest, to the strangely poetic Starhawk. Other books referred to goddesses, from the Celtic to Greek, Egyptian, even Sumerian. There were books on Buddhism, Hinduism, and Shintoism. Qabala and Kabbalah. Shamanic magick, ceremonial magick, sympathetic magick, practical magick, crystal and herbal correspondences, and your basic candle spells. Elements, elementals, spirits, hauntings, stone circles, and yes, even crop circles. Enough woo-woo topics to make your head spin, Exorcist-style. And then there were catalogs for places with names like Lady Arwen’s Cauldron, Avalon Cometh, Nightshade Alley, and Magickal Nights; places where you could get anything and everything for the practicing pagan.

At first I felt . . . unsettled . . . by the realization that my boss, who was practically my savior, was in truth and in fact someone who did not worship God, who uttered spells in the dark of night, and who would upon her death burn in the fiery pits of Hell. At least, according to what I’d been taught.

Jerry Springer, come on down.

To follow my grandma’s edicts, I should make it my life’s mission to save Felicity’s eternal soul, to somehow find a way  to turn her away from the dark side and return her to The Light. But I had long ago begun to question the teachings of my upbringing. How could I possibly think to convince Felicity of the error of her ways when I couldn’t convince myself that any of it meant . . . anything? Besides, the whole concept of foisting one’s version of reality on every unsuspecting passerby seemed to me rather presumptuous and, well, rude.

Caught up in my musings, I wandered around the perimeter of the room, marveling over a jewel case of crystals of all shapes, colors, and sizes. Another held all manner of jewelry—all silver, all distinctive. One piece, a brooch in the shape of a serpentine Celtic knot with a large pearlescent stone set in the center, was a duplicate of the pin Felicity had worn on the morning we first met. A large pharmaceuticals chest contained drawers labeled with the old-fashioned names of plants and herbs like mugwort, vervain, mandrake, and yarrow. Spell components, I gathered.

Despite the strange and unfamiliar contents of the loft, I felt comfortable here. But one question remained in my mind.

What would make a woman as worldly and intelligent as Felicity believe in the superstitious world of magic?

I had no answer.

I found myself wandering back to the books, running my fingertips over the spines. An insatiable curiosity burned in me; I couldn’t seem to help myself. Biting my lip, I screwed up my courage and hooked an index finger over the binding of one, tipping it outward. It fell into my hand, its worn binding allowing it to fall open to a passage by Dorothy Valiente.

I began to read:

 
I am the gracious Goddess who gives the gift of joy unto the heart of man, upon Earth I give knowledge of the Spirit eternal, and beyond death I give peace and freedom and reunion with those who have gone before; nor do I demand sacrifice, for behold I am the Mother all living, and my love is poured out upon the Earth.


 
That wasn’t as bad as I would have thought. In fact . . .

I stared at the page, mesmerized by the words that were  strangely sensible. But that . . . that was crazy. An illusion. It was the author’s voice, her lyrical turn-of-phrase. That’s what had drawn my attention. That’s all.

Normal people just didn’t believe in magic.

From below, the front bell tinkled. The sound startled me from my reverie. Eyes wide, I snapped the book shut and held very still, hoping against hope whoever was down below would go away.

Typical hand-in-the-cookie-jar behavior. Inexcusably spineless.

I set my jaw. Margaret Mary-Catherine O’Neill, this is your life. Isn’t it about time you got it together?

I responded to the mental admonishment in the way I’d always responded to Grandma’s insights: quickly, and with the knowledge that the alternative would somehow be much worse. Getting to my feet, I straightened my sensible imitation-mohair sweater (Did I tell you how much I love Wal-Mart?) before descending the stairs as quickly as possible. It wasn’t until I hit the landing that I realized I still had the witch book in my hand.

Damn.

As a last resort, I tucked it under my arm and headed toward my post at the register. I could ditch it beneath the counter when no one was looking. There was no way I was going to set it down in plain sight.

An elderly woman had entered the store. She glanced up when I stepped through the door, but only barely. It wasn’t until I took a seat on a tall stool behind the counter that she acknowledged me.

“New here, aren’t you?”

I smiled politely, ready to test my erstwhile submerged people skills. “Yes, ma’am. Today is my first day.”

Her smallish eyes lowered, taking in my appearance. “Thought so. Didn’t know Felicity was looking to hire someone. She might have said. I might have put in an application myself if I’d’ve known that to be the case.” Having completed her assessment of my person, she sniffed and went back to pawing through a tall stack of crisp white linens.

My cheeks felt as hot as flame. The woman’s sniff was an  obvious dismissal. Obviously she found me lacking. Probably in some way pertaining to Enchantment’s employee discount policy. Despite that insight, I nudged the book beneath the counter before I gave her something else with which to take exception.

After an eternity of mauling Felicity’s careful antique textile display, the woman brought a single handkerchief to the counter. It was white, plain, its only adornment a chain-stitch of white floss following within an inch of its hemmed border.

I rang up the purchase, doing my best to appear efficient. “Will there be anything else?” I asked politely.

Her puckered mouth pinched even tighter. “What is it about big business these days? Always pushing extras on hardworking folks like me. If there was anything else I had in mind, I would have said so, now, wouldn’t I?”

My smile held. It was a struggle, but it did. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.”

“Hunh.”

“That will be three-fifteen.”

Digging into a bag the size of Montana, she managed to come up with three ones after only five minutes. The fifteen pennies—yes, that’s right, pennies—took slightly longer.

“Don’t forget to initial my receipt,” she commanded as I wrapped the scrap of fabric in tissue paper and placed it in a tiny paper sack. “I don’t want any hassles if I decide to return this. It’s overpriced as it is, and if I find something better across the street, I’ll be wanting my money back.”

My blood pressure edged a notch higher. I gritted my teeth. “Of course.”

Tucking everything into her mammoth purse, she gave me a stern look. “And don’t think I won’t advise Ms. Dow that you were neglecting your post in her absence. Frittering about in the back room. I think she has a right to know the truth about her employees. My duty as a steady customer.”

With that and a high-minded sniff, she slung the bag over her arm and turned up her nose before heading for the door.

I stared glumly toward the display windows, certain I’d just signed my own pink slip. That couldn’t have gone any worse.  Maybe Mel was right. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for a job with the public.

Thankfully my trip down Self-Pity Lane proved short and sweet. The rest of the morning flew by with a steady stream of customers with cash at the ready, and none so sour as the purse-mouthed biddy who’d been my first. Thank God. She’d nearly succeeded in ending my career in retail, but later customers cured my momentary lapse of faith, and I persevered. By the time the noon siren blared, I was knee-deep in customers and merchandise deliveries. An hour later, the lunch crowd thinned a bit and I finally had a moment to myself. I sat down on the stool behind the counter and gazed, exhausted but happy, at the deliveries piling up, waiting to be opened. What wonders would I find in their corrugated cardboard depths? Oh, but Felicity had said only to ring up purchases and never mind the rest for now. Sighing wistfully, I stowed them in the storage room, then went in search of something to assuage the growling beast of my stomach.

One PB&J and a snack bag of chips later, and I was still alone and needing to find something to amuse myself. I changed the music to yet another New Age selection—Celtic pipes this time. I dusted the merchandise. I cleaned the telephone keypad. I refolded the whites the Cantankerous One had left in a jumble. Finally there were no chores remaining. Left to its own idle resources, my mind began to wander.

Specifically, I began to wonder why Felicity had not yet returned. Or at the very least, called.

I frowned as I tried to recall Felicity’s part in the phone conversation this morning. What had she said? Had she mentioned anything about whom she would be seeing? Where she was going? She’d been gone for hours without a word. While I appreciated her trust in me, I couldn’t believe that I had done anything to warrant that level of confidence.

Should I call her cell?

All my life I’ve been a worrier, even when unprovoked or unmerited. But just then, at that precise moment, I felt a soul-deep certainty unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

The bell above the door jangled again, sending my heart into apoplexy. I looked up and nearly choked on my PB&J. Standing on the threshold in the neatly pressed uniform of our local police force was a prime example of the boys in blue. I made some hurried mental calculations.

Age? Mid-thirties or I’d eat my featherduster.

Eye color? Undetermined.

Arms of steel? Oh yeah.

My stomach did some loop-de-loops of nervous appreciation. If I hadn’t been so anxious about Felicity’s extended absence, I might just have batted my eyelashes. As it was, all I could do was stare.

He came forward, his movements deliberate and slow. “Miss O’Neill?”

Could it be any more perfect? He knew my name.

Wait a sec. How could he know my name?

“Can I help you, Officer . . . ?”

“Fielding, ma’am. Deputy Fielding.” He didn’t move a muscle. I couldn’t see his eyes, but from behind his mirrored aviators (a throwback to the eighties?) I sensed that he was watching me closely. “Your employer, Felicity Dow, asked me to bring these to you.”

He held out his hand. A strong, capable hand, with calluses at the base of each finger. I couldn’t help noticing.

I also couldn’t miss the heavy gold band. Married. Damn and double damn.

With a wistful sigh, I shifted my gaze one inch south of the wedding band. In his palm he held a ring of keys. On the ring was a silver charm in the shape of a coiled Celtic knot.

Felicity’s keys.

I frowned, trying to make sense of the offering. “I don’t understand. Why would Felicity send me her keys? Is she all right? Has there been an accident or something?”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead he turned slightly, making a slow sweep of the store from behind his sunglasses. “Miss O’Neill, how well do you know Ms. Dow?”

The question took me by surprise. “Not very, I suppose. I’ve only started working for her this morning.”

“You may want to rethink that decision.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

He reached up and slowly, purposely removed his sunglasses. “Isabella Harding was found dead this morning.”

My eyebrows stretched to new heights. Isabella Harding was the wife of one of the richest men in town. “I don’t know what to say. How does that affect—”

“The late Mrs. Harding is Ms. Dow’s estranged sister. Ms. Dow is at the station right now for questioning in the matter.”

Simple words. Straightforward. They might as well have been Greek. I stared into his unsmiling gray green eyes. “Are you trying to tell me that you believe Felicity was somehow involved?”

“I’m telling you she’s being questioned,” he replied without a trace of emotion as he slipped his glasses back on. As if that alone were explanation enough. “Let me give you a piece of friendly advice, Miss O’Neill. Find yourself another job. Get yourself far, far away from here, before Ms. Dow’s secret world swallows you whole.”

He nodded crisply and turned to leave. My head was spinning. This wasn’t the first murder Stony Mill had seen, nor would it be the last. But it was the first I’d been involved in, however remote that involvement. There was something sobering about that, a gravity that took me by the throat and made me feel hot and cold all at once.

Could Felicity somehow have been involved in the death of her own sister? And what about Marcus? Where was he now, and what did he know about all of this?

Questions begged answers, and the only way I was going to get some anytime soon was to go straight to the source.

Before I knew what I was doing, I held up my hand. “Wait!”

Even as he turned to look at me, I had grabbed the keys off the counter and was shoving things into my purse. “Do you mind telling me why?” he asked.

“Because I’m coming with you.”
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