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      For the ones who never quite fit the mold—

      the witches, the warriors, the wondrously unique.

      

      The ones who dare to be exactly who they are, even when the world doesn’t understand.

      

      Don’t ever let anyone dim your light.

      The world shines brighter because you’re in it.

      

      And I am so grateful you are here.
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            NEW TOWN, SAME OLD MAGIC

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning mist hung low, blanketing the bay in a silver shroud. The dampness clung to my skin as I ran.

      I didn’t mind it. Coastal fog had a way of quieting the world around you.

      But this morning, something felt off. The air tasted different than usual. Sharper.

      Politics… Has anyone done anything scandalous lately? It’s small-town Maine. Of course not.

      Potential stories stirred through the back of my mind to the rhythm of my feet hitting the boardwalk.

      "…and then he showed up wearing these tight little teal pants, prancing around like he owned the place. I mean really, teal? That’s so last season."

      I had almost forgotten Riley and I were still on a call. A sharp crackle of static buzzed through my wireless earbuds, loud enough to make me wince. Magical interference again. I muttered a quick grounding charm under my breath, but the connection still fizzled stubbornly at the edges.

      My chest ached, but I pushed on. I tried to make a point of going running as many mornings as I could. If nothing else, the steady crash of waves and briny air did wonders to clear my head before work.

      "…to top it all off, he wore an avocado green hat. Avocado green! I mean seriously, what was he trying to prove?"

      Strange pulses passed through my chest, quick and cold. The world around me stuttered.

      A breeze kicked up, sudden and sharp, even though the trees weren’t moving. No gulls. No footsteps. No sounds but my own heartbeat and the distant waves.

      A cold prickle danced up my spine, sharper this time. I swallowed against the sudden tightness in my throat.

      What about the economy? I wonder if there’s anything sinister happening at the local treasury. Everyone loves a good money column.

      Not.

      "River? Earth to River. Are you even listening to me?" Riley's voice groaned in my ear. "Honestly, girl! I think all that salty sea air is finally getting to your head."

      "Huh? Oh, sorry." Breathless, I pulled my thoughts back to our conversation. "Right, I'm listening. Teal and green..."

      I pushed forward, intent on maintaining my pace through Riley's chatter. August was nearly over, and I was determined to enjoy the remaining nice weather while I had the chance before the dreary gray fall set in.

      The sun was still low enough to cast long bands of light across the winding boardwalk that circled the edge of the rocky bay behind where I lived. As it rose, the fog began to glow crimson and gold. Brimstone Bay truly did have its own special kind of magic to it. I squinted through the light and veered back toward home.

      Riley continued his story despite my lack of attention. "And he didn't even pay me a second glance. I might as well have been a shadow..."

      Lowering my gaze, I watched my shadow move beneath me for a long moment...

      ...shadow.

      I halted in my tracks, nearly toppling over my own feet. Folding over to use my knees for support, I struggled to regain my breath. "That's it! I've got it. Okay, Riley, I gotta go."

      Unable to help the smile that tugged at my lips, I pressed the little button to click off my headpiece before Riley had a chance to protest.

      I was most definitely going to pay for that later, but I had more pressing things on my mind. As one of my closest friends, he'd been with me all through my studies in New York and knew how demanding any journalism job was.

      He would forgive me. Eventually.

      With a grin still wide on my face, I sprinted forward and veered off from the boardwalk to head back home to shower quickly before going to work.

      This was exactly why I ran. My best ideas always came to me when I was moving. Well, and I suppose Riley helped, too.

      As I pushed forward, the chill from earlier returned. Just a prickle down the spine, gone before I could name it.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Empty street. Calm bay. Nothing out of place. Still, the hairs on my arms stood at attention.

      I whispered another grounding charm, just in case.

      But even as I rounded the final bend, the uneasy chill clung to the back of my neck. I resisted the urge to look back again.
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        * * *

      

      Being a witch in a small town like Brimstone Bay was… complicated.

      Back in New York, I had a network. Witch bars, covens, and late-night study sessions with friends who could hex your ex and ace your finals in the same breath. But here? Magic had to stay behind closed doors.

      People either didn’t believe in it, or they believed too much. There wasn’t much middle ground.

      I wasn’t hiding out exactly, but I’d learned the hard way that small towns carried long memories…and even longer suspicions.

      As I turned onto my street, I slowed my pace and wiped the back of my hand across my sweat-beaded forehead. Number twenty-one Black Cat Lane.

      Yes, that was the real address. And no, I didn’t make it up.

      The irony wasn’t lost on me. It sounded like something from a children’s book. Honestly, it still made me laugh every time I passed the crooked little street sign.

      If a witch’s cottage came with Wi-Fi and coffee, this would be it.

      After my graduation, I spent a lot of time looking for jobs around the United States. There was a brand-new local newspaper opening its doors in Brimstone Bay that was willing to hire inexperienced journalists, and there happened to be a shared house with a spare room available that I found on an online witch forum. One of those enchanted backchannels only visible if you keyed in a spell with your browser.

      The listing read: Witches welcome. Private rooms. Magic-affirming house. No cult vibes.

      Which, honestly, was all I needed. And more than I expected.

      At number twenty-one stood a beautiful Victorian seaside mansion, complete with turret, bay windows, wrap-around porch, and creaky stairs. The 1895 house was stunning but looked like it hadn't been maintained in over a century. Mostly because it, well, hadn’t been maintained in over a century.

      The purple and ivory paint flaked, and some of the trim boards were falling apart, likely because the owner was nearly as old as the house. I had offered to help her fix it up a bit when I first moved in, but Mrs. Brody brushed it off with mutterings of ‘it’s not necessary’ and ‘it’s fine the way it is.’

      And it was.

      She had this look when she said it, too. Half distracted, half nostalgic. As though the house wasn’t just fine the way it was. It was necessary the way it was. Intentional. Protected. Magical in its own stubborn way.

      The house stood grand and proud, but just derelict enough not to garner any unwanted attention.

      Set back far from the street, we were offered enough privacy from onlookers that we didn’t need to be afraid of showing our magic freely while at home.

      The best part? I lived with three other witches in their twenties.

      An herbalist, a diviner, and a chaos-witch-turned-baker who still hadn’t figured out how to keep her pastries from randomly levitating.

      Brimstone Bay really wasn’t all that bad.
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            FOG, FAMILIARITY, AND FIRST IMPRESSIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Daylight was beginning to peek above the rooftops when I reached the house. Soft creaking sounds came from the old porch floorboards as I slipped toward the back entrance, hoping to sneak in without conversation.

      “Morning, Mrs. Brody,” I said through the large basement window. Inside, our ancient pint-sized landlady bustled around her kitchen, a towering cauldron set atop an old-fashioned stove. She stirred a thick, shimmering brew that pulsed faintly with an inner light, sending up lazy tendrils of gold-tinted steam.

      She waved one hand absently at me without looking up, as if swirling luminous potions before breakfast was the most natural thing in the world. The faint aroma of lemon balm and something sharper—ozone, maybe— mixed into the morning air.

      Sometimes the basement smelled like herbs and honey. Sometimes like goat hair and moonlight. I’d learned not to ask.

      Smiling to myself, I eased open the back door and tiptoed up the narrow stairs to the bathroom, determined to stay invisible.

      I managed a lightning-fast shower, towel-drying my hair with frantic efficiency. Just as I was tugging on my jacket, I heard the telltale creak of footsteps on the floor above. One of my housemates stirring.

      Abandoning the towel in a heap, I grabbed my bag and slipped back down the stairs and out into the misty morning before anyone could waylay me.

      I adored the girls dearly. But this morning? There was work to be done.
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        * * *

      

      Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I grabbed my bike and took off toward the main street of Brimstone Bay to catch my boss as early as I could before she got too busy with the interns.

      The streets were still quiet this time of morning. Just a few locals out opening their shops or sweeping their porches. The scent of ocean brine mingled with warm cinnamon drifted from the bakery three blocks up, wrapping the town in a haze of salt and spice.

      My hair dried in the breeze as I rode, and by the time I reached the town square, it had transformed into its usual tousled ashy-brown mess.

      One day I’d tame it. Today was not that day.

      Not that I much cared. Mascara and lip balm were the daily extents of my makeup routine, to the dismay of the girls I lived with. More concerned about being taken seriously than judged for my looks, tangled hair and messily applied mascara suited me just fine.

      Downtown Brimstone Bay was beautiful. Shops, restaurants, antique stores, and bookshops lined Main Street, and plenty of well-used green space sprawled this way and that between the buildings. On sunny days, you couldn’t find a spot in the gardens if you tried.

      The Brimstone Press sat conveniently above a small café, which I quite liked, as being a journalist and a coffee addict went hand-in-hand. The aroma of fresh-ground beans wafted through the stairwell as I parked my bike and jogged toward the front entrance.

      I poked my head through the café door and shouted my regular order to Ryan, who was busy behind the counter.

      “Be right down in two minutes to grab it!” I called.

      I might’ve lingered at the doorway longer than I needed to. Not because I was watching him. That would be ridiculous. Obviously.

      The way his sleeves were rolled up to the elbows? Completely irrelevant.

      The door to our office was locked, and I had to dig through my bag to find the key. I fumbled with the lock before racing inside and up the stairs to our tiny workroom to dig through our filing cabinet before JoAnn, my editor, arrived.

      I must've spent a long time digging through the drawers because there was a knock at the office door and Ryan came walking in with my coffee in hand.

      “Triple Americano, extra hot, black,” he said with a smile as he set it down on my desk.

      He leaned his shoulder against the door and watched me rummage through the files for some time before clearing his throat and catching my attention.

      I jumped, felt myself blush, and let my hair fall over my face as I muttered a sheepish, “Thank you.”

      “Busy?”

      Taking a much-needed sip of the burning hot coffee, I nodded through my hair, hoping he didn’t notice the red tinge to my cheeks. I returned to my task, determined to find what I needed before JoAnn arrived, and my fingers furiously sorted through the cabinet. When setting my mind something, it was hard to pull me away. Call me obsessive, but I like to think of it as hyper focused. Or perhaps a touch of the ol’ ADHD.

      Either way, I was beginning to get a touch annoyed.

      Ryan didn’t leave right away. His shoulder stayed pressed against the frame as if he were waiting for an opening. Or an excuse.

      “What are you up to later?”

      I really didn’t have time to chat. Couldn’t he tell I was busy?

      “Girls night at home,” I lied.

      “You know, there are a ton of really great apartments available for rent nearby,” he said conversationally. “If you want to get away from the whole roommate thing, I mean.”

      “Uh-huh.” I continued to look through the papers in front of me. Ryan had been trying to convince me to move out of the house since I first moved to Brimstone Bay. I got the impression that he didn’t like the girls very much. Either that, or he was hoping for a private place to invite himself over to. I wasn’t all that great at reading men, having been relationship-challenged my whole life.

      Still… he was sweet. And very cute. The kind of smile that could melt through even the most stubborn walls, if someone let it.

      That someone just wasn’t me, unfortunately.

      And if I were a different kind of girl in a different kind of life, I might’ve taken him up on the offer.

      But my life wasn’t built for easy. It was built for secrets…and coffee.

      He was at least good for one of those things.

      Ryan finally caught on that I wasn’t interested in chatting. “Ok, then. Well… See you later?”

      “Yep.”

      Sighing, Ryan turned and left, shutting the office door behind him.

      I stared at the door after it shut, the heat from my coffee now matching the warmth in my cheeks. Why did I always get awkward around men? I didn’t even know what I wanted, just that I wasn’t ready to find it in someone else’s apartment.
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        * * *

      

      Voices echoed up through the stairs, and I guessed JoAnn had finally arrived. I did my best to quickly gather all the papers up off the floor and tossed them in a messy pile on my desk just as my editor walked in with two hot coffees in hand.

      “Ah, you’ve already got one.” JoAnn shuffled to my desk, yawning.

      “It’s a two-coffee kind of morning.” I eagerly reached for the extra cup she had in her hand.

      JoAnn was one of those women who had lived three lives before breakfast. Between her international reporting days and encyclopedic memory for local gossip, she ran the Brimstone Press with a surprising combination of gadget obsession and adorable stationary. I always half-suspected she knew I was a witch. She’d given me that look on my first day, like she was waiting for me to levitate something.

      Her eyes narrowed once she settled at her desk.

      “Today will be a busy day. Just a heads up. We’ve got a lot of work to do and not much time to do it. I need you to be on your A-game today.”

      Every day was a busy day at the office, given that the paper had only been around for a few months, and we were still trying to make a name for ourselves. JoAnn worked us extra hard, often expecting up to a dozen unique stories from each of us individually every week, just to be sure that we didn't run out of fresh material for the paper. It was a weekly publication, but by the number of hours we worked every day, you would think that it was some sort of daily chronicle.

      We were a pretty casual little crew at the Press. JoAnn, myself, and a rotating selection of two to three interns from the local colleges, all crammed into a cozy sunlit loft that smelled permanently of toner ink and roasted coffee beans from the café below.

      I allowed my eyes to roll blissfully to the back of my head as I took a long swallow of the burning hot coffee. The sensation was glorious. The revival, immediate.

      When I turned back to face JoAnn, I noticed her eyes lingering on the messy stack of papers I had on my desk. Her left brow lifted into that perfect quizzical arch it so often did when she was looking for an answer to an unspoken question.

      “Oh, I just had an idea for a story,” I offered as reply, speaking through more tiny sips of the scalding coffee now. “I wanted to get in early and prepare before you got here, but I'm not too sure I found what I was looking for.”

      “Okay then, let's hear it.” JoAnn picked up her cup, leaned back in her reclining chair with her feet up on the desk, and took a long sip of her own coffee before waving me to go on. “What’ve you got?”

      “Well, I was thinking. Nothing too exciting ever really seems to happen in this town. Why don't we make something happen?”

      She looked skeptical. “I’m listening.”

      “Well.” I chose my words cautiously. “I heard the Shadow Festival is passing through New York in October. Why don't we ask them if they’ll come through Brimstone Bay on their tour?”

      I leaned forward a little. “It’s got that real-world-meets-witchy-world vibe. Tarot tents, illusionists, people in costume but, like, maybe not in costume, if you know what I mean.”

      JoAnn blinked at me. “You’ve been reading too many fantasy books again.”

      I sat in my chair and sipped my coffee, watching JoAnn as she stared at me wide-eyed. She laughed suddenly.

      “You actually think a town like Brimstone Bay would allow the Shadow Festival to come through?” She laughed again.

      “No, think about it. Summer is almost over, and before we know it, fall will be here. The Shadow Festival will get people excited for the Halloween season. If anything, it will bring money into the town and help all the local businesses. Besides, who doesn't love a little spooky fun?”

      She continued to laugh and shake her head. “It's just not going to happen.”

      “It would make for a great story," I said. “There are only so many births, birthdays, and deaths that we can put in the paper before people start dying of boredom from what we’re writing.”

      Her expression flared at my words, and I knew I had stepped over the line. I knew we were building a readership and that it would take time for the paper to truly hone in on its identity. I knew the deeper stories would come, but it didn’t change the fact that our front page last week featured the town’s new street cleaning machine.

      Even our obituaries were recycled from church bulletins.

      After a long pause, JoAnn finally responded. “I agree, it would make for a great story. It would certainly wake this town up. But there's no way to get anyone here to agree to let the festival come through. You know the kind of people who live here. The ones who are vocal…”

      JoAnn sat her cup on her desk and opened her laptop to begin her day's work.

      “Well, if I can find a way to get approval from the mayor…” I eyed JoAnn eagerly.

      She glanced up at me from behind her laptop, raised her eyebrow again and made an mmhmm sound.

      “Well, you have my blessing, River. Good luck with that.”

      I grinned. What JoAnn didn't know was that our young new mayor had a bit of a crush on me. He’d also spent a suspiciously long stint in Los Angeles, which meant he was either jaded enough to be open to the paranormal and not care... or a silent ally.

      And while I’d never outed myself to him, I had a feeling he knew.

      He dropped witch puns like breadcrumbs and had this way of looking at me like he was waiting for me to light something on fire and confirm something he already suspected.

      I needed this. Not just a good headline, but something real. Something that mattered. Something that would remind me why I became a journalist in the first place.

      There was magic in truth. That was why I chose this career. Because truth, no matter how mundane or enchanted, had power.

      I gulped down the rest of my first coffee, grabbed the second, picked up my sweater and backpack, and bounded out the front door before JoAnn had a chance to change her mind.
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            MEETINGS, MAYORS, AND MYSTERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      With coffee in hand, I walked down the cobblestone main street of Brimstone Bay toward Mayor Scott’s office.

      The sleepy little town was beginning to stir. Shopkeepers began unlocking their doors, the first early morning commuters made their way down the narrow streets, and a pair of seagulls squawked overhead like old men arguing over the name of the wind.

      As much as I liked to complain about my job, and I did, it was nice having something normal to ground me. Something simple. Something...human.

      Magic had a way of tangling itself around everything else in my life, and sometimes it was a relief to just play the part of an ordinary girl. Pretend I was just another young professional on her way to chat with the mayor about a local event. Not a witch trying to blend into a town that didn’t quite believe in witches. Or worse, did.

      Some days, I clung to that illusion like it was armor. Because the truth? Magic never really left you alone. Not even in Brimstone Bay.

      I came from a long line of witches, the Halloway Clan, and spent my earlier years with my dad and his family in Long Island City, New York. Everyone in the family was either a witch, married to a witch, or something even more magical. Our house was filled with magic daily. Flying coffee cups and magical pranks were the norm; that was until my dad died in a freak accident at work.

      A memory surfaced. His laugh echoing down the hallway, the smell of bergamot and clove from his tea, the way he’d float the mugs just out of my reach to tease me.

      I moved to Manhattan not long after to get away from it all. From the grief. The magic. The reminders.

      That was when I enrolled in the journalism program at NYU. The university had a paranormal club I occasionally visited, just to feel a little less hollow. Mostly, though, I focused on my studies.

      There were a few witch-friendly bars hidden in the city’s underground scene, but I didn’t make a habit of spending much time there. It wasn’t the same. It wasn’t home.

      Becoming a journalist gave me purpose. Structure. It gave me something I could control.

      And after graduation, it gave me Brimstone Bay.

      Brimstone Bay was small, coastal, and just superstitious enough to keep its secrets close. Which made it either a perfect hiding place or a pressure cooker waiting to blow, depending on the week.

      Here, my housemates and Mrs. Brody were my makeshift family. Our rented mansion at twenty-one Black Cat Lane was one magical chaos away from falling apart, but I loved it. The house was alive with enchantments, bubbling spells, and endless cups of enchanted tea. But outside those doors, I kept my magic locked down.

      The town didn’t know what to make of us. We were too mysterious for the traditional crowd, too mundane for the conspiracists, and too self-contained to even bother really trying to make friends. Speculation followed us like rain clouds. And in Brimstone Bay, that made us a very favorable target.

      Small towns like this didn’t always respond well to the paranormal. And I wasn’t about to become the local cautionary tale.

      Some people smiled politely. Others avoided eye contact. Then there were the ones who watched us too closely, convinced we were just waiting to turn them into frogs. And frankly, they weren’t entirely wrong. At least, from what I gathered hearing about my landlady’s more frivolous early years.

      Mayor Scott, however, was a different story. If anyone in town had suspicions, it was him. He had a way of dropping hints, just to see if I’d bite. And I let him tease, partly because it was easier than lying, and partly because it made the world feel a little less lonely.

      He had that kind of reckless charm that made you think he was too handsome to be real and too smug to be trusted. Still, I couldn’t help but like him. Or, at the very least, admire him from a safe distance. He did seem to be genuinely kind and interested in the people around him. He was somehow both the most and least politician-y politician I’d ever met. If that made any lick of sense.

      As I approached the mayor’s office, I slowed. The building was one of those heavy, ancient-feeling red-brick corner block buildings with ivy crawling up the sides and a hand-carved wooden sign over the door. A warm breeze rustled through the street as I pushed inside, the bells above the door chiming softly.

      I didn’t bother calling ahead. Small-town perks. You could usually just show up unannounced, so long as you came bearing caffeine.

      The mayor’s secretary barely looked up as I passed. “He’s in his office,” she mumbled, already scribbling something onto a stack of paper.

      I didn’t even have to knock.

      Mayor Scott was leaning back in his chair when I entered, feet crossed on his desk, flipping through a folder with the kind of bored expression only a small-town politician could wear.

      “Please tell me you brought coffee,” he said, without looking up.

      “Rude to suggest I’d arrive empty-handed.” I set the coffee right beside his outstretched hand and dropped into the seat across from his desk. “Extra shot. No sugar. Burnt to perfection.”

      Mayor Scott took a long, slow, deep drink from the dark green Bramley Café cup before running a smooth hand through his tousled dark hair, placing the cup down on his desk, and crossing his muscled arms with practiced ease. He finally looked up at me, his smile broad and his light gray eyes sparkling and content. “You spoil me.”

      Connor Scott was in his early forties, freshly elected, and far too handsome for his own good. He came from a family with old money, the kind that kept its fingerprints on the town’s history even when no one was looking. And he knew exactly how charming that made him.

      This man had the kind of easy confidence that made you think he’d been a mayor in a past life. And possibly a con man in the one before that.

      “So,” he said, taking a sip, his smile tilting just slightly sharper. “What does Brimstone Bay’s most caffeinated journalist want today?”

      “I have a pitch for you. Something fun. Something big. Something spooky.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”

      “The Shadow Festival is passing up through the coast over the next few weeks. I want to bring it here.”

      The mayor blinked. “You mean the traveling Halloween carnival thing?”

      “Not a carnival,” I corrected. “A celebration. A traveling event dedicated to all things paranormal. It actually started centuries ago as a sort of harvest gathering for the paranormal. Over time it evolved, added illusions, mystics, performers. Now it’s night markets, mystic tents, spirit exhibitions. It’s huge in the cities.”

      “And you want to bring it here?” His voice wasn’t mocking, but rather amused. “To Brimstone Bay?”

      “Yes. Think about it. The end of summer is slow. Businesses could use the foot traffic. It’s seasonal, it’s weird, it’s perfectly on-brand.”

      “Depends whose brand you’re referring to.” The mayor tapped his pen against the desk and stared at me for a long moment. “You know this town, right? Half the residents would call an exorcist just seeing a palm reader on Main Street.”

      “That’s the beauty of it,” I said. “Most people think it’s just an act. Costumes and dry ice. But the ones who know, well, they get to have a little fun, too.”

      That earned me a longer look. Not surprised. Not scared. Just…curious.

      “You ever been to one?” His voice was casual, but his eyes narrowed.

      “Three,” I replied. “Twice in New York. Once in Salem.”

      I left out the part where I met an actual Djinn once during one of those nights in Salem. He read tarot and smelled like patchouli. But that was a story for another time.

      Mayor Scott chuckled under his breath, low and knowing. “I’ll bet your lot eat that sort of thing up”

      My heart skipped a beat. My lot? He said it so smoothly, I almost missed it. Almost.

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and that was all I needed. He knew—at least a little.

      “I’d have to talk to the council,” he said finally. “The Chamber of Commerce will throw a fit. So will the church board.”

      “I know. But it’s worth it.” I leaned forward. “Give me a shot, Scott. I’ll handle the pitch. I’ll smooth the politics. I just need your signature to get started.”

      He studied me over the rim of his coffee cup. “You’ve got guts, Halloway. I’ll give you that.”

      Something flickered past the window behind him. Just a blur of movement. Too fast for a person, too big for a bird.

      “What the—” My voice caught. I turned, but the streetscape was empty.

      No sound. No shadow. Just that strange, heavy stillness. Something had passed through.

      My magic prickled faintly in the back of my throat. It was probably nothing. Maybe just too much caffeine.

      Mayor Scott didn’t notice. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a notepad and stack of papers. “I’ll start the paperwork and run it by the council,” he said. “You’ve got a week to convince me it’s worth the trouble.”

      I stood, smiling. “You won’t regret it.”

      He grinned. “You say that now.”

      I stepped back out into the sunlight, blinking against the sudden glare. A gull shrieked overhead, and a gust of wind rattled the awnings of the buildings across the street. For a second, the town felt strange. As if ripple had moved through it. Another unseen energy.

      It was honestly starting to freak me out.

      I shook it off and headed back to the office. There was work to do.
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            COOKIES, CLOVES, AND CLUES

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t take long for me to get back to the Brimstone Press.

      “You’re kidding me.” JoAnn both looked and sounded incredulous as I entered from the top of the stairs with the stack of posters piled in both arms, beaming. “How in high water did you manage to get him to even consider this?”

      I shrugged. “I guess good ideas have a way of inspiring people to do better?”

      Or maybe he liked the idea of getting under the skin of every tight-laced town board member he could get his paws on. But I kept that little aside to myself.

      She stared a moment, her expression a mix of both awe and disbelief. “How long did he give you?” she asked, tossing a few papers aside to clear room on her desk for her calendar.

      JoAnn was funny. She embraced new technologies, always eager to test out the latest gadgets. In business matters, though, she relied on handwritten notes and a printed calendar with kittens on it.

      “A week,” I answered.

      JoAnn’s expression shifted, and I could tell from the muscle tick behind her left eye that she was trying very, very hard not to roll her eyes at me.

      “Good luck, kid. You have about as much chance at convincing this town as you do getting the Knitting Club to admit their role in last year’s Christmas sweater rash outbreak.”

      “No one needs them to admit it. We all know they lied about where they sourced their ‘all natural fiber’ from…”

      JoAnn was already buried back in her inbox. “As I said. Good luck.”

      “Don’t need it,” I said, trying not to sound smug as I slung my bag over my shoulder. Optimism was half the battle, right? “Something tells me I’ll be able to convince him.”

      My fingers tingled with the faint feeling of magic as I mulled over some potential persuasive methods. Expensive coffee, tight pants... or maybe something a little more arcane.

      But no. I wasn’t going to cheat. Not yet. I could handle this the normal way. Probably.

      “Oh, and River,” JoAnn called as I reached the door. “I need you to cover Mr. Johnston’s 95th birthday party tonight. It’s at the hall on 4th.”

      I groaned and rolled my eyes.

      “Will do!” I made quickly for the door before she could pawn any more boring stories off on me. Let the other guys handle those, for a change.

      The sun was bright, and it was another lovely late summer’s morning. I strolled slowly through town on my way home, choosing to walk my bike instead of riding straight there. A thousand exciting things tumbled through my mind, and none of them had anything to do with Mr. Johnston’s 95th birthday party.

      The story could wait. For the moment, I was still buzzing from the win.
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        * * *

      

      I smelled the fresh pastry before I even saw the sign. Sure enough, the sandwich board outside Mrs. Pots’ bakery had collapsed again, flopped across the sidewalk out of sight. I leaned my bike against a table and righted the sign to a much safer position on the edge of the walkway so the bright curvy chalk lettering spelling Pots & Pans Bake Shop faced the oncoming foot traffic.

      “Smells amazing, Mrs. Pots,” I called as I stepped inside over the threshold.

      Mrs. Pots hadn’t noticed me come in, and she jumped when my voice startled her.

      “Oh, it’s you, dear.” She smiled sweetly and wiped her hands on her apron as she closed the oven door on another batch of miniature pies. “Lovely to see you, sweetheart. How’s work going?”

      “Wonderful, thank you,” I replied with a smile.

      Her cheery attitude was like stepping into a warm hug. She came around the counter to give me a big, full-body embrace. I loved Mrs. Pots like family. She certainly filled the maternal void as best as anyone could. Mrs. Brody took care of us girls at the house, but she was the furthest thing from maternal anyone could get.

      Mrs. Brody gave advice like a drill sergeant and affection like a cactus. Mrs. Pots, on the other hand, gave cookies. And honestly, both had their places in my heart.

      “You look especially nice today, Mrs. Pots,” I commented, genuinely meaning it. “What’s the occasion?”

      She had her hair pinned up in a soft twist, rosy cheeks, and what looked suspiciously like fresh lipstick. I squinted at the glossy red shade as she came around the counter.

      “Is that... lipstick?” I asked, cocking my head.

      “Never you mind, dear.” She waved a flour-dusted hand through the air, her voice light. “Just trying to brighten things up a bit.”

      My eyes drifted to a small glass dish sitting half-hidden behind the register. It looked like some kind of wobbly jelly mold with a golden sheen.

      “What’s that?” I asked, pointing. Compared to the pastries and colorful cookies, the strange beige dessert stood out like a sore thumb.

      “Oh, that’s flan, dear.” She gave a small, fond smile.

      I cocked an eyebrow as my gaze flicked between the strange dessert and the even stranger ribbon she’d clipped into her hair.

      “Testing something new?”

      “Oh, no. Not at all,” she murmured, carefully packaging the flan in a small pink box with reverent precision “It’s for Mr. Bramley. It’s his favorite. He special-orders it. Comes in every Friday like clockwork.”

      Her tone softened as she spoke his name. She slipped the dessert discreetly behind the register out of my line of sight, and I pretended not to notice the soft flush that crept up on her cheeks.

      Mrs. Pots handed me a cookie from the counter. “Try this. New recipe.”

      I stuffed half the dessert in my mouth, mostly to hide the suspicious grin tugging at the corners of my lips.

      “I pitched the idea of the Shadow Festival to the mayor,” I said through a mouthful of butter cookie. “He’s actually considering it.”

      “Are you serious?” she asked, beaming up at me. She actually jumped up and down with delight, clapping her hands like a young child. “Oh, how wonderful! Just think of the spirits I’ll get to meet. What an absolute delight.”

      “I only just pitched the idea, Mrs. Pots. I still have to convince the town it’s not the devil’s carnival come to drag their grandkids to Hell.”

      She waved a floury hand in a dismissive flutter. “If anyone can get that boy to agree to something, it’s you, dear.”

      Her phone buzzed in her apron. She checked it, tapped a few quick replies, and looked back up with a grin. “And I just told Roger. He’s already packing.”

      I groaned. “Oh no. Please tell me he doesn’t think I need an assistant.”

      “He thinks you need a research partner.”

      “Even worse,” I muttered.

      I’d met her nephew Roger when I first moved to town. He was clever and absolutely obsessed with witches. I’m not sure what Mrs. Pots had told him, but he followed me around like a lap dog for three full days before heading back to Vermont. I probably shouldn’t call him a kid, since he was only a handful of years younger than I was. But at nineteen, he was still technically a teenager, which made him a kid to me.

      “He’d be delighted to help you with your stories, I’m sure.”

      I did my best to look polite as she beamed at me, but honestly, that was the last thing I needed. I had enough work to do as it was. I didn’t need a teenage witch-enthusiast shadowing me all over town.

      “Oh, I doubt he’ll enjoy that,” I offered. “It’s boring work being a journalist.”

      “Oh, nonsense,” she replied, smiling down at her buzzing phone. Judging by the way her whole face lit up, Roger was just as thrilled as she was. Lucky me.

      I pivoted the conversation fast. “Would you be willing to offer a quote for the paper if it all goes through?” I asked. “Some positive perspective could help offset the panic.”

      Mrs. Pots nodded eagerly. “Of course, dear. And I know just the way to get him to agree.”

      “Oh?” I watched her, amused, as she turned back toward the counter. Puffs of flour rose in the air behind her as she muttered something about the cost of ingredients these days. When she didn’t elaborate, I prompted, “…And what exactly would that be?”

      “His favorite cookies, of course. The mayor loves my spiced shortbread.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I’d seen the evidence. Cookie crumbs mysteriously appearing around his desk, though he always tried to hide the worst of it when I came around.

      Bribing him with cookies was honestly a better plan than anything I’d thought up so far. “You might be on to something, Mrs. Pots.”

      “Of course I am, dear. I’ll get started on those cookies, and you be sure to come pick them up when they’re nice and hot before close. Bring them to the mayor before he heads home for the evening. After one bite of my chocolate-dipped spiced heavenly goodness, he’ll be sure to agree to anything.”

      She gave me a look at that last word, lingering on anything with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      I gave her my best innocent smile, like I didn’t know exactly what she meant.
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        * * *

      

      The chime behind the door tinkled as Bailey burst through the doorway, breathless and wide-eyed as usual.

      “Hey,” I said through another chewy mouthful of buttery goodness.

      She nodded at me in acknowledgment before bending nearly in half, bracing her hands against her knees for support.
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