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        Welcome to Everlasting, Maine, where there’s no such thing as normal.

      

      

      Anna Crawford is well aware her town is filled with supernaturals, but she isn’t exactly willing to embrace her paranormal gifts. Her aunt says she’s a witch-in-denial. All Anna wants is to live a quiet “normal” life and run her business, Witch’s Brew Coffee Shop and Bakery. But everything is about to be turned upside down the moment Jackson Argent walks into her life.

      Jackson isn’t sure why he agreed to come back to his boyhood home of Everlasting. It’s like a spell was cast and he couldn’t say no. Covering the Cranberry Festival isn’t exactly the hard-hitting news this reporter is used to. But when a local death is ruled an accident, and the police aren’t interested in investigating, he takes it upon himself to get to the bottom of the mystery. To do that, he’ll need to enlist the help of the beautiful coffee shop owner.

      It soon becomes apparent things are not what they seem and more than coffee is brewing in Everlasting.
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Chapter One


          

          WITCH’S BREW COFFEE SHOP AND BAKERY, EVERLASTING, MAINE

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t care if the Massachusetts supplier didn’t send Ginger’s shipment for the banquet tonight. They’re not the only cranberry state in the US. She’s just going to have to find new ones or make her super-secret punch from a can.” Behind the coffee shop counter, a tall woman of slender build pleaded passionately into her phone. The white apron with the logo of a magical coffee bean covered her distressed denim jeans and fitted V-neck t-shirt. It was still clean, as if she had yet to actually bake anything that day. “The festival is starting tomorrow and I need my cranberries, or these orders won’t be filled.”

      She lifted a giant stack of papers and shook them as if the person she talked to on the phone could hear how many there were. Something about the way she spoke said she knew the person on the other end of the line well. Her wavy dark hair was wound into a messy bun at the nape of her neck that threatened to uncoil.

      Her expression was both desperate and frustrated, giving the impression she had a whole host of things hanging by a thin thread. “Now, I need you to get back in your truck, and then drive straight to my shop with my cranberries. You know how busy this month is, and I’m already behind schedule.”

      Jackson Argent watched the agitated woman carefully, glad that she had no clue he was there. He’d projected his consciousness into the coffee shop to peek inside before it opened for business. To her he’d be as see-through as air. People revealed so much when they thought no one was looking.

      Surely this couldn’t be the same Anna Crawford that he’d been told to hire as a photographer. She looked beyond busy running the Witch’s Brew Coffee Shop and Bakery. There was a chaotic grace to the way she moved as if her thoughts pulled in fifty different directions, but she never let one of those metaphorical balls drop. She didn’t try to hide the frustration in her lovely dark eyes. His breath caught a little as he watched her. Man-oh-man, she was beautiful.

      The small business had the familiar, homey feel of most locally owned coffee shops. Specialty mugs with the magical bean logo perched in the corners of the room, a constant reminder of where you were. It was smart advertising. The mismatched chairs, and heirloom tables instantly put you at ease and welcomed customers to hang out awhile. Painted concrete floors added an industrial appeal while being easy to keep clean. In the center of the cozy place were large comfortable couches that faced each other for meaningful conversation. Overlooking them were exposed wooden beams with beautiful patterns in the grains. Photographs of the town and its people hung on the coarse brick walls.

      The pictures were unusual, taken from interesting angles—wrinkled faces and old buildings with ancient facades, a woman riding an adult tricycle with a cat, torn pieces of paper that curled perfectly. There was one of two men, young and rough, caught deep in animated conversation on a wharf near the old lighthouse.

      Seeing her work, Jackson knew he was in the right place. These were not the moments most people snapped pictures of. The photographs on the wall proved that Anna Crawford saw what most people missed.

      Jackson approached the counter slowly and glanced at the woman’s name tag. “Anna.” Yep, it was her.

      “Don’t Anna-sweetheart me, George,” Anna warned. “If you’re not here in ten minutes, you can explain to the fifty-billion PTO members why their kids don’t have their good luck cranberry cookies in their lunch boxes next Wednesday. Then you can explain to the hospital why they don’t have cranberry muffins. Then you can tell Sheriff Bull and her calendar boys why they don’t have cranberry scones. And you can be sure that I’ll let everyone know at the banquet tonight—including your mother—why the Sacred Order of Hairy Old Men’s cranberry kickoff is—” She set the stack of orders down in irritation. “I know there are not literally fifty-billion people in the PTO.”

      Anna leaned on the counter, propping her head as George presumably responded. Her eyes moved over a display near the register as if silently studying the tea boxes, candles, local pottery, and bottles of coffee flavoring that were for sale. There was something about this woman that reminded him of his ex-girlfriend, Nicole Phillips. Nicole had been a work-a-holic, to the point everything else was more important than their relationship, until she decided she wanted attention. Even though it had been five years, the breakup left him a little jaded when it came to balancing work and life. Sadly, he couldn’t blame her as he also worked all the time. Some people weren’t meant to be in relationships, so he had thrown himself into his job. It was easy to be bitter about romance.

      For a moment Jackson thought of leaving the coffee shop and taking the photos himself. Anna looked like the type of woman that might complicate his simple life. He had a month after all. It wasn’t exactly a hard-hitting assignment covering the so-called mysterious events that seemed to pop up every year during the Everlasting Cranberry Festival. Half of those mysteries would only be printable in a tabloid. The general public wouldn’t believe that a troll redecorated and caused earthquakes, or whatever else nonsense happened in the magical village of secret supernaturals. How his editor even found out about this seaside New England town was beyond him.

      Great, I have my first story. ‘The Mystery of the Missing Cranberries,’ he thought sarcastically. The thing practically writes itself.

      Jackson remembered the town vaguely from when he was a young child, and the feeling of relief he’d felt when his father moved him away from it after his mother’s death. Jackson recalled very little about his mother, except the warning she’d whispered to him each night before bed, “Don’t give in to the magic or the hunters will find us. They’ll find the town and kill us all.” His mother had not been mentally well. Still, the words had been imprinted on the walls of his mind as a child, and he’d been terrified of Everlasting. As an adult, he wasn’t afraid, but he wasn’t that eager to be back here either.

      Covering a celebration of fruit wasn’t exactly the best use of his investigative skills as a journalist. His editor could have sent him to cover the German Brat and Beer Fest. At least it would feel a little manlier in his portfolio.

      Anna took an audible breath and lifted her head. Her dark eyes moved briefly in Jackson’s direction, but she didn’t see him. “Do better than your best, George. I’m not joking around this time. Get my cranberries back from Ginger.”

      “Leave poor George alone. I can materialize cranberries with a bimp and a bamp and a little bit of that,” a voice offered from the back kitchen.

      When he saw the stressed expression on Anna’s face, he felt a little sorry for her. However, when she spoke, she managed to keep her tone even. “Aunt Polly, for the last time, no. I don’t need your assistance. You know what happened when I let you in the kitchen to help with the cranberry cookies. They weren’t edible.”

      “I disagree. Those cookies were only a little tainted by the magic of my touch,” Polly said. “I do not harm, only help.”

      “And create chaos,” Anna muttered.

      “In fact, I was gazing into the crystal ball last night, and I don’t want to forget to tell you that you should wear orange on December 20th.”

      “I’m not doing that,” Anna answered.

      “Then don’t come crying to me when you stub your toe,” Polly warned.

      Anna grumbled, but he watched her pick up a pocket calendar and write, “Wear Orange,” in large print on the aforementioned date.

      “How long are you going to hold that one mistake over my head?” Polly asked. “I taught you how to make cookies. You should be glad to have my help in here. They are my recipes you are using after all.”

      “I took the crazy out of the list of ingredients and replaced it with nutmeg,” Anna mumbled, before pleading louder, “Please. Just leave it. George will come through.”

      “Seriously, when are you going to let me help cook? You need help. You can’t do it all, Anna. You take on too much responsibility. Well, you could do it all if you used your natural gifts.”

      “When your garden gnomes come to life and ask me to pick up my witchcraft, I’ll listen,” Anna whispered sarcastically, before raising her voice so her aunt could again hear her. “How about we ask Hugh Lupine what he thinks? That cake you gave him had him howling at the moon for a week.”

      “A tiny side effect and I gave him something to treat the fleas afterward.” Polly poked her head out of the kitchen. The artificial red of her hair coiled on the top of her head in a bun. It clashed with the lime green of her flour-dusted apron. She wore a navy blue retro dress with a fitted bodice and A-line skirt underneath. Her plastic jewelry was bulky and bright. The plastic frames of her glasses matched the dress. She had a hint of age to her, but the years had obviously been kind. “George hasn’t come through for anyone since the second World War.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. He wasn’t alive during the World War,” Anna argued.

      “Reincarnation,” Polly said, keeping a straight face. “I was once a princess who was adored by many. I outlived six husbands and two zebras.”

      “Why is it every person claims to be something special in a past life?” Anna countered.

      “Not you,” Polly teased, “you were a one-armed peasant with a bad case of the pox and often forgot to bathe.”

      “Thanks.” Anna tried to hide her laugh. “Sweet of you to say. What are you doing in that apron? You promised me that you would behave this year.”

      “When have I ever promised to behave?” Laughter followed the statement. “I said I wouldn’t bake for the Cranberry Festival. I’m making cookies for Principal Bails. You know he’s allergic to cranberries, and I always feel bad for him during this month. The man is taunted with all the delicious foods he can’t have.”

      “I’m sure Sigmund Bails will be fine feeding himself.” Anna stepped toward Polly, forcing her aunt backward into the kitchen. “Better than turning into a were-octopus or stuck in wolf form because you decided to sprinkle a little something extra on his cinnamon rolls.”

      “Don’t be silly. Sigmund’s bloodline is were-Kraken.”

      “Polly, where did all these cranberries come from?” Anna demanded from the back. He leaned to the side to try to get a better look, but the small window in the metal door showed him nothing.

      “Magic. I grew them out of my ears,” Polly teased. Though, in this town, who knew what was possible. “I have many mystical powers.”

      “Polly?” Anna insisted.

      “George dropped them off about twenty minutes ago,” Polly admitted with a laugh. “He was on the phone with you.”

      “For the life of me, I don’t know why all of you want to give me a heart attack. You know how important this month is. The town explodes with visitors, and it keeps us in business for the rest of the year. It pays our rent and the employees. George should focus on finding his next tourist romance and leave the practical jokes to clowns.”

      Jackson heard movement in the kitchen. It sounded like crates being pushed around.

      ‘The Mystery of who George will Date,’ Jackson mused. He’d give anything for a good political scandal.

      “You’re not jealous, are you?” Polly asked.

      He liked Polly. She seemed like a real character. Maybe he’d find her later and get her talking.

      “Of George? Why would I be jealous of who George dates?” Anna scoffed. “Will you stop eating the inventory and help me stock the display case, please?”

      “Because everyone in town thinks the two of you should be married.” Polly’s words were muffled as if she talked with her mouth full.

      “Not that again.” A crate dropped on the floor, the crash punctuating her words. “You, his mother, and the lady at the bridal shop does not constitute the whole town. You know our relationship was completely misguided.”

      “So, who’s the lurker in the front?” Polly inquired. “He’s cute. I like a man who can wear a cashmere sweater.”

      “What lurker?” Anna asked. “The doors are still locked.”

      “Mr. Lookie Lou out there watching you in the murump-enumph…” Polly’s words were lost.

      Jackson gasped in shock. Had Polly seen him? How was that even possible? He felt his consciousness pull out of the closed coffee shop, back to where he sat on the bench across the street. He’d arrived early and merely thought he’d take a peek inside Anna’s place of work. Secretly screening places before he went inside was an old habit. As a journalist, he needed to use any tools at his disposal to uncover a story. His ability to project part of his soul to other locations came in handy. His father had called it spirit walking. He was able to move through walls and locked doors like a ghost. It was one of the few useful skills his father had given him.

      Already, people walked through the historic downtown district, though he could imagine it would become much busier when the festival activities began in full force. Hardworking locals put the finishing touches on the burgeoning event, setting out giant cranberry sculptures and hanging the large banner promising a month-long schedule of activities, music, food, and family fun.

      Tourists were easily decipherable from locals. They snapped pictures standing by a large oak tree, by the banners and cranberry decorations. They then set about tagging and posting the selfies on social media.

      Clouds churned in the distance as if threatening a storm, but Main Street was spared as bright sunlight warmed the area. Jackson wore a light jacket over his tan sweater and denim jeans. He’d expected the fall day to be cooler than it was, especially being located right next to the ocean.

      Across the street, Anna rushed from inside the shop. She scoured the sidewalk and then down the opening of the alley that ran along the side of the café. He imagined she was looking for the invisible intruder in her store. In her flustered state, Anna drew attention of some of the tourists, who naturally gravitated toward the opened door.

      As a reflex action, Jackson reached into his jacket for his phone. When Anna glanced across the street at him, he pretended he was checking his messages and was unaware of what was going on.
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      “Polly, watch the counter, I’m making a delivery,” Anna called as customers lined up to place their orders. She needed fresh air. Polly was in top mischievous form this morning, and it was more than she could handle. Her aunt kept insisting that a handsome, invisible teleporter in expensive cashmere had been inside the store waiting for them to serve coffee.

      Anna knew she should have never allowed Polly to sell her magical wares and services out of the back of her shop, but owning her own business made her aunt happy. Plus, customers seemed to like the novelty of Polly’s Perfectly Magical Mystical Wondrous World of Wonders, as Polly insisted on naming her store.

      Most of the merchandise was harmless—tarot cards, lucky gemstones, spells to help gardens grow—and others were a little more questionable. Anna had seen love potion bottles and a “secret” list of services that involved several of their family’s old magic. The latter came from an ancient grimoire that Anna had been trying to take away from Polly for years. She loved her aunt but questioned her ability to decide who should be cursed, and who should be blessed.

      Natural magic on its own was fine, but people were flawed. It was why Anna didn’t use her magic. Polly teased her and called her a witch-in-denial. Anna didn’t deny her birthright, instead she chose to do things a little more normally, like running her business without magic and making her own deliveries when she could to save money.

      Some of the coven witches in town believed curses and spells to be the work of dark magic and had very stringent rules when it came to the craft. They had a right to practice and believe what they wanted, but Polly and Anna didn’t necessarily agree with the others’ views. Plus, Anna had a strict non-joining policy when it came to clubs and covens. Once in High School, she had been asked to join the Black Hose Society. The girls used their “witchcraft” as an excuse to wear tight skirts and make each other drink weird “potions.” There was nothing magical about a bottle of cheap wine cooler mixed with milk and soda—unless the spell was to induce vomiting.

      It made sense that the more she could get done before the official start of the festival the smoother the next month would be. Hunted Treasures Antiques & Artifacts Shop received an order of scones each week. Well, more to the point, she always brought over an order of assorted scones and never charged the owner Wilber “Wil” Messing. His son had died nearly twenty years earlier, and his granddaughter, Penelope, had been taken to live with her mother’s family. He worked away in his shop as if holding onto the past by collecting antiques.

      There was a sadness to the old man to which Anna could relate. She’d lost both her parents at a young age. They’d been touring an old building when the structure gave out and collapsed, killing them both.

      The historic building was older than some of the antiques Wil sold, but the green awning over the picture window and front sidewalk were always well-maintained. According to Polly, Wil’s family line monitored supernaturals and cursed items. It’s why he never let her buy the camera from the “special” section of the store. Truth be told though, it was hard to determine with her aunt just how much of what she said was fiction and how much was fact.

      Anna didn’t believe in curses. She believed in science—evolution, and genetics. She had certain magical powers because her family line had evolved to have them. It was no different from her having wavy brunette hair and dark brown eyes.

      “Mr. Messing?” she called out as she entered the antique shop. Though clean, it was cluttered with antiques of all sizes and shapes. The pieces had been jammed into every available space. He had everything from recovered hardware from old buildings, to architectural fixtures and gargoyles, to iron doors and stained-glass windows. Anna didn’t know the significance of half the items, except for the little white tags that gave a description and price. For just under four thousand a customer could be the proud owner of a metal Parisian horse head from 1903. Or for nearly forty thousand, a person could own a 1882 Rosewood Chickering grand piano that had been carved by hand.

      Anna bought several of the tables for her coffee shop from him. They weren’t worth anything near a four-thousand-dollar horse head, but she liked that they’d been reclaimed from old buildings and repurposed.

      “Wil? It’s Anna. I have scones. I could use your opinion on the new recipes I’m trying before the full force of the tourist invasion. I have orange-cranberry with vanilla glaze, lemon-cranberry with a lemon glaze, chocolate-caramel-cream cheese with cranberry glaze, cranberry-nutmeg, and a lemon-cranberry-brie concoction that I just thought of last night. Wil? Are you here? I believe that this brie recipe might be ingenious.”

      There was no response. It wasn’t odd for the place to be quiet this time of the morning. The stillness of the shop was soothing. It allowed Anna to gather her thoughts. Mrs. Harmon had mentioned seeing a young woman with Wil. Anna liked to think that it was his granddaughter who had come to visit. The thought made her smile.

      Anna made her way toward the front counter. She tripped on a table leg that stuck out. As she stumbled, a bright light flashed, as if she’d somehow triggered a camera strobe. Quickly, she found her footing and then stood. Anna glanced around, looking for clues to what had happened.

      “Wil, I’m going to leave them behind the counter for you, all right?” Anna said, tilting her head to listen for any signs of life.

      Still, there was no answer.

      She sighed.

      It was strange that Wil would forget to lock the store when he ran an errand, so chances were he was in the back unpacking a shipment. Anna placed the box on the counter. The smell of fresh baked goods wafted up, making her smile as she arranged the bow on top so it looked pretty before turning to leave.

      Another gift caught her eye, this one was wrapped in brown paper and twine. She couldn’t help glancing at the card. Her name was printed at the top. She flipped open the card and read the neat cursive script, “For Anna, I know you’ve had your eye on this. I haven’t been able to sell it to you, for things like this should never be sold, but I must find it a new caretaker as it grows restless to be used. Keep it out of the wrong hands.”

      She glanced around, her eyes moving toward the case Wil kept under heavy lock. The items inside it were not for sale. The camera she’d tried to buy from him for the last seven years was no longer in its place.

      Anna made a small noise of excitement as she pulled the twine loose and lifted the lid. The sides of the box uniformly collapsed onto the counter. Her hands shook with anticipation as she touched the old, handmade camera. Wil hadn’t even let her hold it before.

      The polished wood body seemed to pulse with a life of its own, making her fingers tingle. Embossed leather wrapped part of the back, and the brass mounting plate still shone as if it had been recently polished. A small insignia was carved into the base, but she didn’t recognize the manufacturer. One thing was for certain—it was definitely older than the early 1900s Brownies already in her collection. If she had to venture a guess, she’d say it dated back to the mid-1800s.

      “Wil, I…” Her voice was barely audible. It was the most beautiful piece of camera equipment she’d ever seen. Surely the thing was worth a small fortune. A few thousand at least. “Thank you.”

      Anna couldn’t wait to use her new camera. Excited, she carefully placed it on the counter and wrote a quick thank you note for the gift and slipped it under the bow on the scones. She then fitted the camera into the box to carry it home. That sweet old man would be getting more scones and muffins and cookies than he could eat in a lifetime.
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      “Anna Crawford?”

      Anna heard the man behind her, but the stranger’s words didn’t register as she concentrated on the stopwatch app on her phone. As the timer hit one minute, she blocked the light from the lens on the antique camera and smiled at the array of masked men posing for her in the small entry hall of the Diana Lodge banquet hall. They all wore tuxedos with tails, and she’d seen several top hats around. Most of the men had taken their hat off and replaced them with the werewolf masks.

      Behind them, the gigantic rock fireplace added a sense of atmosphere to their arrangement. The building looked like a giant hunting cabin on the outskirts of town, the wooden log walls, and old paintings of various big game animals, but no one hunted the nearby woods anymore.

      Anna released her held breath. “Thank you, gentlemen. I’ll let you know how the photo turns out.”

      “Did you know the Yao tribe believed that a camera could capture a person’s shadow and keep their soul? Imagine how many souls a camera like that has collected,” Professor Jonathon Hamilton mused, even though he’d just let her take his picture. He wore a dark gray suit vest with a matching jacket with tails over a white undershirt and thick black tie. The material was shiny and had a modern flair. “I was reading an article about a medical device they were developing in Russia that captured a picture of the soul as it left the body at the moment of death.”

      “You have nothing to worry about, old chap. You lost your soul to me in a poker game fifteen years ago,” Dr. Richard Magnus teased. He was more of an old-fashioned suit man. The material of his jacket seemed to be made of a dark wool blend, and the front panels were cut to waist length. It contrasted the white of his shirt and bow tie.

      “Soul stealing cameras? What exactly did you teach, Hamilton? Paranormal pseudo-science?” Order member Douglas Talbot was a retired judge. Like Magnus, he wore an older style suit compared to the others. The main difference was his bow tie was red, not white. Anna had known the judge since she was a child when he’d bring flowers around for Aunt Polly. For some unknown reason he made her uncomfortable now that she was older. Maybe it was because he was actively looking for wife number five.

      “I taught biology,” Hamilton answered motioning toward a waiter carrying glasses of champagne, “among other things.”

      The server held a tray for Hamilton to take a flute. He sipped slowly as if contemplating his next move.

      “Brandy for me,” Magnus ordered.

      “If I were to let anyone keep my soul, it would be a Crawford woman,” Talbot expressed, with a deep sigh and a hand pressed longingly to his chest. “They do not make them more beautiful than that.”

      “To the moon, to the stars, to the ocean at night,” the order president, Herbert London chanted. By day he was a mediocre real estate agent with a trust fund. He held up his hands to form pretend claws. The unfortunate cut of a tailed tuxedo accentuated the man in all the wrong ways. His rotund physique looked more like a beach ball than a fierce creature of the night.

      “Rawr!” the gathered men responded in unison.

      “To the prey, to the mate, to the first hairy bite,” Herbert continued in low tones, inching his way toward Anna.

      “Rawr!” came the cry.

      “To our ancestors who started Everlasting long ago.” Herbert placed his hand over his heart.

      “To the victor, a prize never to go,” Anna dismissed, not wanting to be a part of their evening games. Though powerful men, they were mostly harmless.

      However, one year she’d found herself walking back to town after they’d persuaded her to put on the what-turned-out-to-be enchanted rabbit mask. The second she placed it on her head, she took off like prey being chased by hungry wolves. What most people didn’t realize was that the Hairy Old Men part of the club name referred to the fact they were founded by shifters.

      Luckily, a branch dislodged the thing or else she might have tried to burrow under a tree stump. The men had spent the night drunk in the forest, worried that harm had come to her. She’d managed to find her way home with only a few bruises. Dr. Magnus later confessed they’d all ran into a patch of poison ivy and the cranberries weren’t the only red berries that year. It was the last time they wore robes, and the last year anyone touched the rabbit mask.

      “You break my heart, miss,” Herbert protested with a non-serious pout when she didn’t let him finish his werewolf love poem.

      “And your wife would break me,” Anna laughed. “Hello, Mrs. London.”

      “Oh, no, you can have him, sweetheart!” Cynthia London, Herbert’s wife, offered from the door leading to the banquet hall. The blue, one shoulder, side slit evening gown clung to her as she moved. She looked every bit a hoity-toity woman of high society in her formal wear, stiletto heels, and diamond earrings, but she had a kind heart. Anna had seen her at the animal shelter playing with stray cats. Herbert growled and turned his pretend claws on his wife as he chased her from the room.

      “I’m not sure the Sacred Order of Hairy Old Men is quite the right club description,” the stranger’s voice continued with a small laugh. “I think some of those men haven’t grown hair for quite some time.”

      “Ah, they’re a bunch of pussy cats who partook of the cranberry vodka a little early this year. All roar, no bite, maybe a few pranks.” Anna glanced at the dispersing crowd as the tuxedoed men pulled off their furry animal headdresses. She then turned to face the man talking to her.

      The stranger seemed too young to be a prospective member of the order, and she didn’t recognize him as a legacy. Plus, he didn’t wear a tuxedo like the others. Short brown hair framed a stunningly handsome face. It wasn’t the perfect angular features that made her think that, but a ruggedness that indicated he was a wanderer, unsettled and constantly searching.

      A restless energy came from the stranger, a disquiet that could not be restrained by a nice suit. The gray jacket had notched lapels and a two-button closure with only the top button fastened. His hand lifted to finish unbuttoning the jacket to reveal a thin black belt and tailored black slacks. She should not have been looking at his waist and quickly drew her eyes back up to his intense green ones. This was not a man who would have come to Everlasting without reason. She felt that as sure as she felt the air in her lungs.

      Her natural magic tried to tingle in her fingers, urging her hand to lift in his direction. She repressed the urge. Anna had constrained her power for so long. She wasn’t sure what her magic would do if she let it out.

      His expression was overly serious, but his intense eyes looked as if he wanted to smile. Mesmerized by the thoughts swirling from her natural intuition, Anna automatically reached for the nearest camera to take the shot. Unfortunately, the film paper coated in gallo-nitrate of silver needed preparation before she could use the antique. His gaze shifted to the side, and the moment was lost.

      Anna glanced down, keenly aware of how underdressed she was compared to all the evening wear. A strand of her wavy hair tickled her cheek. She self-consciously tucked her hair behind her ears and tried to smooth it back into the messy bun. She hadn’t seen a mirror since she’d gotten dressed that morning and had taken all of two minutes to get ready for her banquet delivery as she’d slipped into a clean pair of skinny blue jeans and a red three quarter-sleeve t-shirt that wasn’t covered in coffee grounds and flour.

      “Hey, Anna, thought I’d see you here tonight.” George Madison’s voice drew her attention away from the stranger. Like the other guests, he wore a black tuxedo with long tails and carried a werewolf half-mask. His clothes looked like he’d found the suit in his great-grandfather’s closet, an afterthought to the evening rather than careful planning. “Get your shipment of cranberries?”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Anna grumbled, feeling the irritation settling in her shoulders, causing the muscles to tense. “You think you’re so funny, don’t you?”

      “Just trying to lighten you up,” George teased. “You’re always so serious, Anna. You need to learn to smile more. Polly agrees with me.”

      “If you have to cite Polly as your source of support, you’re in trouble. Just this afternoon she tried to tell me her favorite ceramic garden gnome was looking a little sickly.” Anna chuckled. “How is your mother? Did Ginger finally receive her cranberries?”

      “She’s around here somewhere. She wants to know when you’re going to come over again for dinner.” George’s blond hair was tousled messily around his head, and it only added to his boyish charm.

      Anna picked up the antique camera and placed it carefully into the padded red camera bag she’d brought with it.

      “What are you doing here, anyway? Don’t tell me you’re up for membership. I thought one of the requisites of the Hairy Old Men’s social circle was to be old.” Anna dodged George’s dinner invitation. “They’ll let anyone into these top-secret clubs, won’t they?”

      “Captain Tom is dating my mother and trying to impress me by giving me a bid.” George grinned. “He knows the way to my mother’s heart is through her son’s approval.”

      “And that is won by giving you access to this glorified poker club?” Anna shook her head in mock disappointment.

      “Little does Tom know I’m holding out for a new boat,” George laughed. “Nothing fancy.”

      “A ten-million-dollar yacht?” Anna asked.

      “Don’t be silly. I’d settle for five. There are some nice entry model fly bridge cruisers on the market.” George managed to say it with a straight face, but she knew he was joking.

      “You still say that like I know what you’re talking about.” Anna met the gaze of a woman standing against the wall. The tall blonde narrowed her eyes as she glared suspiciously at Anna. The woman looked to be a match for George, with her manicured nails and artfully drawn on makeup. “I think your date is waiting.”

      George looked over his shoulder. His smile was charming, and it was that impish look that got him both into and out of trouble. “Who? Carla, I mean Darla? Just say the word, and I’ll leave her for you.”

      “We tried that, and it failed epically. So how long have you and Carla-Darla been dating?” Anna noticed the sharply jealous look on the woman’s face. It wasn’t unusual for George to stir up possessiveness in women. He had a natural charisma that assured he was never without company. Anna had briefly fallen for that charm. Never again. They were much better as friends.

      “Um,” George checked his phone clock. “Seven hours?”

      Anna arched a brow and tried not to laugh. “What do you do? Pick them up as they pull into the hotel?”

      “Hey, it’s longer than Dr. Magnus knew his trophy wife before they married,” George joked. “Besides, she’s staying at a bed-and-breakfast.”

      Cassandra Magnus, or as some townsfolk jokingly called her, Candy Cane Magnum, was extremely beautiful, moderately nice, and not known for her intelligence and wit. But, Anna never felt the need to judge the woman or her marriage to the doctor. Happiness came in all forms.

      As if summoned by their conversation Cassandra appeared in the doorway to the banquet room. Her platinum hair was sprayed higher than a Texas pageant queen, and a pregnant belly had not dissuaded her from wearing a slinky, sequined gown.

      “I love this time of year.” George winked. “I see you brought the goods with you. Any chance I can score some of your special muffins?”

      Anna sighed dramatically, pretending to be put out by his request. George laughed louder. She walked to the table holding the boxes of baked good she’d brought with her. They were marked with the Witch’s Brew Coffee Shop and Bakery’s logo. Everyone here probably knew who she was, but the constant advertising never hurt. It’s how small businesses stayed in business. She reached into one of the boxes and took out two bite size cranberry-blueberry-nut muffins. Handing them to George, she said, “Stop calling them my special muffins. You make me sound like a drug dealer.”

      George popped them into his mouth and grinned as he backed away. “But they’re so good, and I’m addicted.”

      “Anna Crawford?”

      That voice again. The man had become more insistent. She turned her full attention once more to the stranger. “Yes. How can I help you?”

      She didn’t mean to sound exasperated, but it had been a long day, the first of a month full of unrelentingly long work days. If she left now, she could get four hours of sleep before getting up to make the banana nut bread, and should she do homemade yogurts with topping choices or cranberry cinnamon rolls or—

      “My name is Jackson Argent.” The words interrupted her train of thought.

      Was she supposed to recognize him? A sudden worry entered her mind, and she didn’t stop to think as she said, “Oh, no, did Polly send you to be my date tonight? She shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I’m pretty sure there is an insult in that statement somewhere.” This time he did smile, and the look was as attractive as she imagined it would be. “Why? Am I not your type?”

      “I don’t have any types,” Anna said, a little flustered.

      “Religiously inclined?”

      “I’m busy,” she corrected.

      “I’m fascinated.” His smile deepened.

      Anna pressed her palm against her temple and shook her head. “I’m confused. How may I help you?”

      “I’m a reporter. I wanted to introduce myself and ask you a couple of questions.”

      Now that explained the impression of restlessness she was sensing from him. Anna glanced around the empty front hall toward the voices coming from the banquet. “You’re reporting on the old boys’ club kick off to the Cranberry Festival? I’m not sure how hard-hitting the story of friends having an annual dinner will be, but knock yourself out. I’m sure they’re full of tall tales and back-in-my-days.” She gave a small laugh. “I’m the wrong person if you want a quote. I just deliver the baked goods.”

      “I have a feeling I’m talking to the right person.” His eyes dipped over her.

      Was he checking her out? Aside from a couple of the servers, the other women were in fancy gowns and heels. They were surely much more interesting to look at than Anna at work.

      “You’re the photographer who owns the coffee-slash-magic shop here in town,” he stated as if she needed to be reminded.

      “Just the coffee shop,” she corrected. “Polly’s Perfectly Magical Mystical Wondrous World of Wonders is all my Aunt Polly.”

      “Wondrous Wonders?”

      “If you met Aunt Polly you’d understand,” Anna answered. “And that’s actually the shortened version of what she originally wanted to call it.”

      “What I was trying to say is I’ve seen your photography. You’re—”

      A loud feminine scream pierced the front hall, cutting him off. For a stunned moment, Anna stared at him and then glanced around. Chaos erupted in the banquet hall.

      Jackson sprang into action and hurried toward the noise. Instinctively, she ran after him to see what had happened.

      Darla shook violently. Her gown was disheveled as she stumbled out of the man’s restroom. Pointing a shaky finger, the woman screamed intermittently, the sound stopping as she gasped between deafening cries to catch her breath. Darla’s eyes stayed fixed on the restroom door as Talbot and Herbert tried to pull her away from what had frightened her.

      A sick feeling unfurled in the pit of Anna’s stomach, and she whispered, “no,” as she continued forward. Sound seemed to fade. Time slowed, and she felt as if she walked through sludge. She leaned to look around the corner, first seeing the mask George had been carrying around that evening on the floor, and next to it a shoe.

      Dr. Magnus pushed past her, jolting her to full awareness. Her hearing returned, bombarding her with the turmoil of the moment.

      “Give them room. Back away,” Herbert ordered as he herded the gathering crowd away from the restroom.

      Anna knew who it was on the floor before she stepped fully into the scene.
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