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Mom, thank you for teaching me there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do. I wouldn't be me without you.
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Chapter 1




Pushing through the front door of Sugar Spells Bakery, Olivia Ayala glanced up at the clock that hung behind the counter. The scent of coffee and sugar washed over her. 8:29. One minute to spare. She took her time getting here this morning, enjoying the mild chill and feeling of magic that always seemed to permeate the air this time of year. Fall was definitely on the way and she wanted to enjoy her favorite weather while it lasted. 

Because soon it would be winter. Winter meant icy sidewalks and ice was never kind to the uncoordinated.

“There you are. I thought you might be late for once,” Jill said from behind the counter as Olivia came around and dropped her bag off.

“There's always tomorrow,” she said, grabbing hold of her favorite apron from the hook on the wall. It was bright purple and covered in pumpkins and black witch’s hats. A Mother’s Day present from Daniel last year, his way of making a joke at his mother’s expense. For a nine-year-old, her son could be hilarious.

Because Olivia was a witch. One who used magic and created spells and recorded them in a book. If she had to compare herself to those witches in books and on TV, the closest thing she could think of was Winnie from Hocus Pocus. Except she was a good witch.

This town was a kind of haven for people like her. A place where she and all the other witches could learn and practice their magic freely and safely. In return for that, she and her fellow witches were charged with protecting the magic that flowed through the town.

She tied the apron snuggly around her waist and turned to survey the bakery. 

Almost every table was full this morning. Parents grabbing a coffee after seeing their kids off to school and gearing up for the workday ahead. The same table of older gentlemen who were here every morning, drinking their weight in coffee and swapping war stories. 

She breathed in the scent of vanilla and cinnamon that mingled with the slightly chilled air that flowed through the door as customers came and went. It was almost impossible for her to feel anything other than happiness when she was here. The bakery was a home away from home, and she had worked hard to get the cozy and welcoming vibe in here exactly right. A few tables took up the main space, with a comfortable couch near the big front window. Near the back were the counter and cases for donuts and other pastries. The walls were painted a bright white with pink and yellow accents.

“I’ve known you for ten years,” Jill said. “I could probably count the number of times you’ve been late to anything on one hand.”

Olivia rolled her eyes at the look on her friend’s face. Her dark green eyes twinkled. She wasn’t wrong. Olivia hated being late and Jill loved teasing her about it.

Jill was her oldest friend and for a long time, her only friend. In the past, she had tried to make others. Other kids in her foster homes, kids at school, and when she was older, coworkers and other moms who had kids Daniel’s age. But she could never get too close. It was tough to make friends when she could never really be herself and the fact that she was a witch wasn’t exactly the kind of thing she could tell just anyone.

Jill added more muffins to the case. “So, how was Daniel feeling about going back to school today?”

“He actually seemed excited. Fourth grade is apparently a very big year for him. His excitement surprises me every year. I feel like most nine-year-olds want summer to last forever.”

“Give him a week,” Jill said with a laugh. “I’m sure the excitement will wear off.”

She returned the laugh. “You’re probably right. I’m definitely excited. You know how much I love Fall. Cozy sweaters, cute boots. I even started sorting through my clothes last night and don’t even get me started on the food.”

Colder weather meant soups, pot roast, tamales, and drinks like apple cider and hot chocolate. As a baker, she loved creating treats that went with the seasons: pumpkin pie, cider donuts, cookies with orange frosting, and her favorite Mexican treats like pan dulce, tres leches cake, and Mexican hot chocolate. She wasn’t a fan of the popular flavors like pumpkin spice and peppermint, though.

Jill grinned. “Yeah, Liv, I know. We all know how much you love the cold weather. September first, like clockwork, you start yammering on about hot chocolate and tamales and soup. But as soon as it snows …” Jill trailed off, giving her a pointed look.

She pursed her lips. No one appreciated a good chicken noodle soup like she did and no one had a greater disdain for snow and ice than she did. “Did I miss anything so far?” she asked, scanning the customers currently sitting in the shop again and then leaning down to scan the cases—one side for magic-infused goodies and one side without.

This town may have been home to magic and witches, but not everyone wanted or needed magical baked goods. So, even though the bakery was called Sugar Spells, they always had a good selection of regular old baked goods. Still delicious, of course.

One case was filled with cookies and muffins of various kinds. Another held a few select cakes and pies that tended to be made to order. The last case held all kinds of donuts. Those were most popular in the mornings, for obvious reasons. No one could resist one of her old-fashioned, glazed donuts.

Sugar Spells Bakery was her other baby and she was very proud of it.

“Nothing major. Simon came in with a headache, so I added a hint of mint and willow bark to his usual tea. Mostly just coffee and donuts so far. Oh, and the Jensens were looking a little tense, so I pushed those brownies of yours on them. I think we’re going to need another batch of those soon. Nothing inspires a little honesty or makes someone open to forgiveness like those brownies.”

“I’m aware. I did create the recipe and the spell myself. Along with quite a few others.”

That was one of her favorite things to do with her magic, add spells to her sweet creations. It was often the easiest way to give someone a spell they wanted or needed and it was fun to see the kinds of things she could come up with.

It provided a good distraction from the snooze fest that was her own love life and on the days when she found herself frustrated by her Cerebral Palsy, a disability that sometimes made everyday life very difficult, it helped to know that there were some things magic could help.

Jill laughed. “That’s what’s so funny to me. You’re basically a master at creating these recipes for helping with people’s relationships. Want some openness and honesty? Have a brownie. Need a little courage to ask out your crush? Try these cupcakes. But you absolutely refuse to entertain the idea of having your own relationship.”

“I like helping people. There’s nothing wrong with that and I do more than just help people with their relationships,” she said around a yawn.

“I know that and I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with helping people. I’m just saying, would it kill you to give love a chance?”

She sighed, shaking her head. “Oh? So now I’m supposed to fall in love? I thought we were talking about relationships?”

Jill grimaced “Okay, I guess I got a little carried away there. How about some good, old-fashioned, hot sex then? That’s what you need. I mean, really, Liv. When's the last time you got laid?” 

Her eyes flew up to Jill's and she fought against the urge to shush her friend. She wasn’t exactly being quiet. But that would only rile Jill up further. She tried out her best withering stare and hoped that would prompt a laugh and a change of subject. Unfortunately, Jill was like a dog with a bone.

“You know all you have to do is say the word and I can get one of Malcolm's friends to take you on a date. They always ask about you. Heck, all the single men in this town ask about you.”

She rolled her eyes. They had some variation of this conversation every other week. If it weren’t for the fact that Jill was her very best friend and business partner, she probably would have told her to shove it a long time ago. But Jill only pushed because she cared, so Olivia kept putting up with it. That didn’t mean she had to like it, though.

“Well, they can ask all they want, but your answer better be 'she's not interested, thanks.’ You know how I feel about blind dates or any kind of date, for that matter. I just don’t have the time. Between taking care of Daniel and running this place, it’s just not a priority.” 

She hadn’t been on a real date in years. She had the occasional hook-up in the past. But everything always ended before long. There was no one she could be open and honest with, and she already had trust issues thanks to her Cerebral Palsy and the problems it caused in her past. Add being a witch to that and the idea of trying to maintain any kind of romantic relationship was exhausting.

Besides, the last thing she needed was another one of Jill's setups. She meant well. But she was terrible at choosing partners for other people. How she managed to find her husband, Olivia would never understand. 

The last time she had tried to set Olivia up was almost a year ago now and it all went horribly wrong, because the guy had believed Jill's jokes about how desperate she was.

Her friends had talked her into giving the guy a chance. A friend of a friend of Malcolm’s. She had arranged a sitter for Daniel. She had geared up for the inevitable conversation that would occur when he noticed how she walked differently. She had done her hair and her makeup. She had even bought a new outfit. All for the guy to show up and say to her, “That outfit looks so hot on you. Bet it’s even hotter off you.” The whole thing was mortifying. Jill was still making it up to her, in the form of a free dinner whenever Olivia asked.

Jill scoffed. “I did not say date. I said sex. You do remember what sex is, don’t you?”

She groaned. “Yes, I remember what sex is.”

If Jill was going to keep talking at her, she was going to do some actual work. They had an order come in late yesterday for two dozen lemon cupcakes for a retirement party tonight. The customer had also asked for a calming spell to be added to the recipe. Apparently, this retirement was a source of contention.

“Okay, good! So, am I making a call or not?”

Ignoring Jill, Olivia headed to the back and pulled out the ingredients for the first batch of cupcakes, setting everything on the stainless-steel countertop. Flour, sugar, butter, eggs. She added a couple of lemons and a sprig of lavender for the calming effect. Making cupcakes was something she could do in her sleep. She did not have to focus until she measured the final ingredients, so she let her muscle memory take over, sifting and stirring, her favorite wooden spoon bouncing off the side of the stainless-steel bowl.

“Come on, Liv. Please,” Jill whined from behind her.

“No, Jill. No sex. No dates. No random guys. None of Malcolm’s friends. No relationship. Nothing. Those things only lead to trouble and I’m not interested.”

“Fine, fine,” Jill muttered, her face forming a full-on pout. The woman was used to getting her way. “But someday, Liv, someday you will meet someone who will make you change your mind.”

“In this town? Not likely. I’ve known everyone here for years. So, if someone hasn’t caught my eye by now, I doubt they ever will.”

What she didn’t say to Jill, what she couldn’t say, was that she hoped that was true. 

She had a wonderful life here, a place where she could truly be herself. Her son was happy and healthy and even though she had a disability that sometimes made life hard, living here, owning her own business, made life things easier. 

But secretly. Quietly. In the deepest part of her heart, she wished she had someone to share it all with. Maybe someday, she would be brave enough to admit that out loud.








  
  
Chapter 2




Grief was a funny thing. Some days it sat quietly in the background, a gentle reminder of the person who was gone. Other days it was a roar that drowned out all the good in the world. For the past six months, Draven James had been living within the din. 

The loss of his mother was a specter in the shadows stalking every moment of every day since he had held her hand in his for the very last time.

But today would be different. Today he had a purpose and that purpose was exactly how he found himself in the town of Addersfield, Rhode Island, four hours and over 200 miles from home. 

The kind of place you would see on a postcard that instantly evoked thoughts of salt and sun and sand. The quintessential coastal town.

His mother was from here and according to the journals he found tucked away in her nightstand, she was a witch.

At first, he thought it was a joke. But the more he read, the more he believed. Dozens of journal entries that described in detail his mother’s early life as a witch: meeting his father, the eventual loss of her magic, and his father leaving them. It was all connected. He read and re-read amid countless sleepless nights. Until finally, a few weeks ago, he made the decision to confirm the truth for himself by paying a visit to this small New England town that, according to his mother, was full of witches.

All he had were these journals and his own instincts to guide him.

He tried to Google the place before just showing up, but he found nothing. No advertisements, no address listings, no websites for local businesses. No way to look for housing. Not even an auto-generated Facebook page and in the age of the internet, that was very strange. But in a town that was home to witches, maybe it was a weird safety measure? It made sense— small towns tended to be very close-knit and in a town that was home to witches, they would probably be even more so.

He was almost certain that his apartment building alone had more people living in it than the whole of Addersfield, which boasted a population of only 6,000. If he had to guess, the impending culture shock would not be insignificant.

He had lived in New York his entire life, a place where anonymity was no problem. But here? He would stick out like a sore thumb. He wouldn’t be staying forever, just long enough to get what he needed and that required fitting in. This town was like something straight out of a quaint movie. There were people out walking their dogs, old men sitting in the park playing cards and exactly one main street.

It looked like that was where all the action was, if he could even call it that. He spotted a diner, a pharmacy, and a grocery store right next to the other. People waved hello and called out greetings as they passed each other on the street. This was definitely not New York.

A quick drive around the town square revealed an inn just off the main street. It looked like as good a place as any for a temporary living space, while he looked for a more permanent situation. He wasn’t exactly sure how long he would be staying. 

He was a journalist for one of the bigger papers back in New York and he was good at his job, which was why his editor had let him take some time off to come here. He had promised her a big story and he planned on keeping that promise. A magical town full of witches? It would be huge. He just needed proof. 

Pulling his car into the small parking lot, he killed the engine and sat back in his seat. Glancing around at the buildings and people, the intimacy of it all was completely foreign to him. Who had his mother been here? Did she have a happy childhood? Did she have any remaining family here? Would anyone remember her? Where did she fit into the history of this town? And where did that leave him? He was determined to get answers to his many questions.

There were only two other cars in the lot beside his own—probably employees. How a place like this stayed open in a town this size, he wasn’t sure. Especially considering they seemed to be going to great lengths to keep tourists away. He grabbed his bag from the passenger seat and made his way up to the entrance.

Stepping inside, he was instantly hit with the comforting and familiar scent of roses. It reminded him of his mother. The inn itself was like stepping into the pages of a travel magazine, the kind with one of those articles listing “The Top 10 Inns in Rhode Island.” The whole place was, in a word, ‘cutesy.’ Dark wood throughout and lots of floral-patterned furniture. There was even a fireplace off the main room surrounded by books. Maybe he could borrow a few. He’d had to leave the majority of his collection behind.

As he approached the front desk, a woman greeted him with a wave and a bright smile.

Her tone was cheery. “Hi, can I help you?”

“Yes. I was hoping to rent a room. For the week?”

“Sure thing. Are you visiting someone?”

“Nope. Just looking for a quiet place to relax and work on my book. I’m a writer. A little town like this seemed the best place.”

Not exactly a lie. But that was part of the job, telling people what they wanted to hear to make them feel more comfortable. No one here needed to know what he was up to. At least not yet. Once the article was published, he could give two shits if anyone found out. If anything, it would make the whole thing just that much more satisfying.

Her brow furrowed, questions brewing in her eyes.

“Is something wrong?”

She blushed. “It’s just a little weird. We don't get many visitors, or rather, we don’t get many strangers," she said. “I mean, obviously, people visit the town sometimes. We're not like barring people at the town line or anything. I mean …”

“It's just that this isn't exactly a town on the beaten path.”

“Exactly!”

He shrugged. “Well, it seems like a lovely place for what it’s worth and I needed a change, so it works for me.”

Another trick of the trade. Pile on the compliments.

She seemed satisfied with his answer and didn’t pry for more information, thank goodness. Instead, she worked diligently, charging his credit card and having him fill out some paperwork. It was a relatively painless process, considering most places like this would normally be using a computer. 

Maybe the whole town was a little behind the times? Was that a reflection on the kind of people who lived in this town? Were witches naturally averse to technology because they had magic to help them out? Or was that supposed to add to the charm of this place? Another question to add to his ever-growing list.

"Well, here’s your room key,” she said as she handed him an actual, physical key. “Number four. Just up the stairs and to the left. I hope you enjoy your stay. My name is Parker, by the way,” she said, pointing to herself. “My family owns this place. Let me know if you have any questions or if you need anything.”

“Nice to meet you, Parker. I’m Draven James,” he said, resisting the urge to extend his hand. If she’d wanted to shake it, she would have. He paused. “Actually, could you tell me: is there a beach nearby? Or somewhere you can see the ocean?” He held his breath. He was desperate to be near the water.

“Oh. Umm, yeah,” she said, looking a little surprised. “Just take Main Street all the way down past the grocery store,” she pointed with her finger in the direction of the store. “Turn right and there’s a boardwalk path to the beach. You can’t miss it.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it,” he said with a nod. “I’ll see you around.”

“See you around,” she said, again with that same bright smile.

He grabbed his bag and, clutching his honest-to-God metal key, went in search of his room.

It was a standard hotel room, if a little antiquated. Decent-sized double bed, small bathroom. TV, mini-fridge, dresser, even a microwave, and more floral furniture. Even the curtains had flowers on them. Not exactly his style, but it would do for now.

He did not have much to unpack. Most of his belongings fit into a few bags and boxes, which were currently taking up space in his trunk. The stuff he had been unable to bring along had been donated, books, a few pieces of small furniture, and some of his larger kitchen appliances. In the bag he brought with him were the necessities, toothbrush, toiletries, and a week’s worth of clothes. Hopefully, he would be able to find a place to rent quickly.

But first, there was one part of this town that beckoned to him: the ocean. Grabbing his wallet and keys, he ventured back out into the sunshine, its brightness a stark contrast to the way he was feeling inside.

The town was certainly picturesque, that much he could admit. Walking the quiet streets was incredibly surreal, like something out of a dream. Had he really packed up his entire life and come here on what could arguably be considered a total whim? 

What if things didn’t work out and he wasn’t able to write his story? What would he do then? This was all he had. The fact that this place could have been his home in another life perhaps should have stirred some kind of connection or positive feeling. Yet, he had never felt so disconnected from anything or anyone in his life.

When he arrived at the beach, there was no one else around. Not surprising given the fact it was a Monday afternoon, but he preferred it that way.

In addition to his mother’s journals, he had found an album of old pictures, one of which was of her sitting on the beach, presumably the same beach he was standing on now. The dark blue water loomed in the background. Had she ever intended for him to end up here, to discover her secret? Would she have told him everything if she had had more time?

Cancer was a bitch. It came for his mother swiftly and silently. One of those types that was a death sentence before you even knew it existed. One day she looked perfectly healthy and the next, she was sitting him and his brother Lucas down to tell them she was dying. From that moment on, he had tried to distance himself from anything that made him feel too much. His mother, his brother, and the few friends he had.

Between endless doctors’ appointments and hours spent sitting in hospital waiting rooms, he withdrew further and further from the person he used to be.

Instead, he focused on work, never letting up. It helped to distract him from the pain and in a way, it paid off. He had too many bylines to count and he was always going after the most controversial or hard-hitting stories, never letting up until he got every piece of information available for a story. He wasn’t sure that particular approach would work here. But, whatever it took, he wouldn’t stop until he got his story. The pen was mightier than the sword, as the saying went.

Reading her journals was almost like reading a family history with his mother right there with him.

They revealed that she had descended from a family of witches that had made their home here in Addersfield. But she eventually ended up settling in New York City with his father. They met when she was on a trip to New York City to celebrate her turning twenty-one. He was a bartender and had spent the night flirting with his mom while serving drinks and wiping tables. Fast forward to a year later: she told him she was a witch and he was fascinated and more in love with her than ever.

In the journal, she didn’t go into much detail beyond that she had decided to share her magic with his father. Only that wasn’t allowed and as a consequence, her magic was taken from her. She didn’t explain how or why. 

His father had wanted her to fight to get it back. But she had felt there was nothing that could be done. Her magic was gone, she’d made a mistake and she would live with the consequences.

For a few years, they’d tried to carry on with their new life in New York. Draven was born two years later and his little brother Lucas the year after. But his father wasn’t happy and one day, he left for work and never came back. Over the years he had made very little effort to stay in touch with his sons.

Reading this straight from his mother’s own hand had sent him reeling. A lot of things made sense now. The stories full of magic his mother used to tell him before bed. Why she never talked about her past and why they never knew any of her family.

Maybe he could blame his father for all of this, because he’d wanted magic that didn’t belong to him.

But to Draven, it boiled down to one thing: his mother had been let down by his father, by the people here in her hometown, by her sons who were now barely speaking to each other and by magic itself. 

As far as he was concerned, magic was the problem. Then and now. Magic was the thing that had pulled his family apart, a fact he spent his adult life trying to reconcile with alone. The existence of magic wasn’t something everyone knew about and he wanted to make things right for his mother. To prove how much she meant to him and how sorry he was that he hadn’t always been there for her, the way he should have been—choosing to let his career become the most important thing in his life.

Even if all he could do now was tell her story, it would have to be enough. He would tell the world about this town, the witches who lived here, and the way they turned their backs on his mother, so many years ago. It wasn’t right that they would go on living here, possessing magic while his mother’s was taken away.

The slow laps of the waves on the shore were a balm to his raging emotions, embodying a rhythm that was familiar for him. Evocative of home and his childhood. An endless summer day full of sand and sunshine. His mother loved the water, the beach and the warm weather; and she passed that love on to her sons from a very early age. They lived in the city, but every summer was spent in a rental cabin upstate. They fished, they swam, and they sailed for hours every single day. Until their fingers turned wrinkly and they were exhausted from the sun beating down on them.

At night they would lay in the tall grass together, counting the stars and making wishes and Lucas would insist that they try and catch fireflies. The air so warm and sweet. Those summers were everything to him and Lucas, something they looked forward to every year. 

The tradition continued right up until the summer before his junior year of high school. At this point he was suddenly too cool to spend time with his family. Of course, looking back now, he would change that if he could. He’d remind himself that he would never get another chance to make memories like the ones they made each summer.

His mother had passed away before either of her sons had children to pass on the traditions to. He had so many regrets where she was concerned. But maybe what he was about to do would make up for that in some way.

Bringing out his phone, he snapped a picture to send to his brother. He made sure to include the passing sailboats in the distance. When he was satisfied that their crisp, white sails were visible enough, he sent the picture and a short message to Lucas.

I miss you.

They hadn’t spoken in so long. Time and grief did all they could to keep them apart. But he wanted to change that. It’s what their mother would have wanted. If she could see them now, it would surely break her heart.

They used to be best friends, he and Lucas. One of his earliest memories was of a day spent on a beach, a lot like this one, with six-year-old Draven teaching four-year-old Lucas how to build a sandcastle. 

Their mother watched on with the biggest smile on her face, laughing along with them each time a wave came to wash the sandcastle away and each time they would hunker down and build a new one. Each one was better than the last.

She had given them so many special moments. Losing her was devastating, the only parent he had left. He missed her every single day.

Being here made him feel so close to her. Just imagining that she might have stood in this very spot, watching these very same waves.

He could not save her from her disease. But maybe he could make this one thing right for her. And he would try like hell, no matter what it took.








  
  
Chapter 3




The front door to the bakery flew open, nearly slamming into the wall behind it. Olivia jumped back, fully expecting the person who caused the commotion to announce some kind of terrible news.  

Instead, her friend Parker came running in and made a beeline for the counter, her usually flawless light brown hair disheveled from running and her bright hazel eyes glowing with mischief.

Parker was a good friend of Jill’s, and Olivia had grown close to her over the years. Parker, like Olivia, was Mexican-American and her family had really taken Olivia under their wing, teaching her aspects of her heritage she never had the chance to learn while growing up in foster care with exclusively white families. Parker’s family also owned the inn in town and they really helped out while Olivia and Jill were learning how to run their business. 

“Jeez, what's with you?” Jill asked.

Parker rushed to give the details. “There's a hot guy!” she proclaimed, loud enough for the whole bakery to hear.

“Yeah, Parker, there are lots of them,” Olivia said. “There are more than a few billion people in the world at last count.”

“Haha, very funny,” Parker said with a roll of her eyes. “I meant here, in Addersfield.”

“Oh. Well, that is interesting. He must be new in town. There’s no way you would be this frantic over someone we already know. Unless that someone suddenly got better looking overnight,” Jill said as she leaned against the counter, eyes wide and waiting for more details.

Parker rolled her eyes again. “Yes, it’s a new guy. Way to ruin the moment, Jill.”

“A new guy in town? What's he doing here?” Olivia asked, a sense of foreboding tingling at her spine. 

“He’s staying at the inn,” Parker announced, her face breaking out into a big smile again, her eyes bright and shining. “I checked him in this morning, actually.”

“What?!” Olivia and Jill yelled but with vastly different tones. Jill was clearly thrilled. Olivia, however, was completely panicking. Her chest grew tight and her palms were now slick with sweat.

Her friends were obviously delighted, if their loud squeals of joy were anything to go by. But what did they know about this guy? What did anyone know about him? 

No one moved here unless they were a witch or knew someone who was, like Olivia had. Everyone else had been born and raised here. The town’s founders, three witches and their families, had placed a protection spell on the town. You could not find it unless you already knew it was there. So, this new guy had to know about the existence of magic and witches. Which meant he had to know someone in town.

Olivia did not trust people she didn’t know. She had never been good at that. Kids did not exactly want to hang out with the girl who walked funny and who weird things happened around. She now knew that those occurrences, shattering a glass when she was angry, pulling a book from the top shelf without a ladder, being able to grow flowers out of season, were her magic making itself known. But at the time, everything was so confusing. Add to that the fact that she never had a permanent home and she had been a very skeptical little girl. Her trust was hard to earn and even harder to keep.

She had learned long ago that letting people in meant they could hurt her. If she liked the family she was placed with, they were sure to give her up sooner rather than later. If she made friends with the new kid at school, they eventually noticed she wasn’t like all the other kids and that her disability could be limiting, so they preferred to make friends with the more popular kids. So, she was always careful who she let into her life. 

“He’s a writer from New York. Or at least that’s what it said on the paperwork,” Parker said, sitting down at the counter and looking mighty pleased with her bit of gossip. She was always a fan of a good story and this definitely made for one.

“How did he end up in Addersfield?” Olivia asked.

“He didn’t say. But he did say he was writing a book and that he needed a change.”

“And that doesn’t seem strange to you? He should not have been able to get in unless he already knew the town was here. But this guy turns up out of the blue, claiming he’s here to write a book. Did he say anything about magic? Or maybe that he knows someone here in town?”

“He did not,” Parker said, her voice rising in pitch as her eyes narrowed. “But we do get the occasional visitor from time to time.”

She shook her head. “Right. But he would have to know someone here. So, he’s lying.”

“Or maybe he just didn’t want to tell a stranger all of his business,” Jill said.

Why was she the only one that seemed really concerned here?

“Oh my God, that's him!” Parker yelled, moving to the window to gape at the guy. Olivia stayed put, not liking the idea of spying on someone like a teenage girl with a crush. 

But Jill did not give her a choice, pulling her by the hand over to the window. They probably looked very strange to the customers. 

“You guys are being ridiculous; you realize that, right?” Olivia said, looking at her friends instead of staring outside.

“Maybe,” Jill said. “But he does make for quite a view.”

She finally looked outside, and her eyes landed on the one stranger walking along Main Street. 

She froze.

She took him in, totally unprepared for the sheer attractiveness of this man. He was dressed in all black and was tall with dark hair and the shadow of a beard gracing his face. Even from here, he seemed to ooze confidence, like nothing and no one, fazed him. Who knew that kind of attitude would turn her on? Holy shit.

She was about to turn away when he shifted closer to the window, making room for an older couple walking the other way and she caught sight of his eyes, striking and bright; it was as if she had looked into those impossibly blue pools countless times. Her hand raised of its own volition as if to reach for him, when he suddenly glanced their way. She jumped from the window and out of sight, not wanting to be caught ogling the guy.

How embarrassing would that be?

Unfortunately, her friends had absolutely no sense of self-preservation. They continued to stand there gaping.

“Oh crap," Parker muttered. “What do we do?”

“Just smile and wave, kiddies. Smile and wave,” Jill said.

“Aww, looks like he’s going into the grocery store,” Parker lamented. “I was kind of hoping he would come in here.”

So was I. Olivia cringed. There was no way she could be interested in this guy, no matter how good-looking he was. His presence in town could pose a threat to everyone’s safety. One video recording of magic, and suddenly it’s all over the news and they’re being studied like animals in a zoo.

“I could go get him if you guys want,” Parker offered and Olivia's heart clenched at the prospect.

“No worries, friends,” Jill said. “All we have to do is have Parker suggest he stop by the bakery the next time she sees him at the inn and then we can get to know him a little. Maybe do a little harmless flirting. Find out exactly why he’s in town.”

She was happy to hear she wasn’t the only one curious about this guy’s intentions.

“Oh, good idea!” Parker agreed, clapping her hands together. “I'm sure Draven would love to visit some places around town.”

“Draven?” Olivia asked, brow furrowing. The name did not exactly roll off the tongue.

“Yeah," Parker said with a grin. “Draven James.”

His name hung between them, and Olivia tried to think of a way to change the subject. But she came up empty. She was too distracted by her frenzied feelings and shaking hands. Why the hell was she so affected by him? They hadn’t even met, and she absolutely could not be attracted to this guy. But those eyes. She could drown in those eyes.

“Wait! He’s coming this way!” Parker yelled.

Her face was suddenly hot. Was her hair a mess? Did she have flour on her nose? Why the hell did she even care?

Shit. She could not stop fidgeting. 

“Breathe, Liv. You need to breathe,” Jill said as the two of them moved back behind the counter. 

“Shut up, Jill.”

“I’m just saying, you look like you’re about to have a heart attack.”

“Will both of you shut up?” Parker said, still standing by the window stifling a laugh. “Here he comes.”

The bell over the door sounded, signaling a new customer. 

Don’t look. Don’t look. Do not look.

He walked up to the counter, stopping right in front of her. 

She looked up.

His eyes, so intense and focused, seemed as if they could see into her soul. Words. She should be making words now.

“Hi!” Jill practically yelled. “Welcome to Sugar Spells Bakery. You must be Draven.”

He glanced towards Jill, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Yes, how did you—”

“Oh! That was me,” Parker said as she ran over to stand next to him. “Sorry! It’s just like I said. We don’t get a lot of visitors around here. So, you are big news.”

Olivia cringed. Could they be any more small town if they tried? Now he knew for sure they had been talking about him. Was it possible to die from embarrassment? She really should say something. Pretend like the three of them absolutely were not just ogling him through a window. 

He laughed. “I see. And you are?” he asked, quirking a brow at Jill.

“I’m Jill. Jill Montgomery.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Jill. But I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. I’m not that exciting.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Jill muttered.

Dear God. They were ridiculous. 

“Anyway …” Olivia finally said, trying to keep the grimace off her face. “What can we do for you, Draven?”

He was looking at her again. But this time, she was determined to keep her cool. He was just a guy. A very hot guy, sure, but just a guy nonetheless.

He smiled at her, all crooked grin and perfect teeth, his pale-pink lips plush and inviting. This was a guy who knew what he wanted and exactly how to get it.

His lush, obsidian hair stopped just above his ears and the light scruff on his chin only added to the sexual charm rolling off his countenance. She glanced down the length of his strong forearms, at his black T-shirt exposing corded muscles. She spied a dark tattoo etched onto his right shoulder peeking out from underneath his sleeve.

“I didn’t catch your name.”

Keep it together. “Olivia. Olivia Ayala,” she said with a wave. “Jill and I actually own the bakery.”

“Is that right? Well, I was on my way back from the beach, when I saw this place and realized I could use a cup of coffee. I haven’t had my customary second cup yet.”

“Sure thing. Small? Medium? Large? Would you like a latte? Cappuccino? Frappuccino? Mocha? Espresso?”

She was rambling now.

He laughed again, a deep rich sound as smooth as honey. It sent her imagination running wild with thoughts of his lips on hers. His hands in her hair. That rough and raspy voice whispering her name. It sent her blood pounding and her heart racing.

Shit. Where the hell had that come from?

“I’ll take a large black coffee, thanks.”

She grabbed a cup from the counter behind her, filling it to the brim with their house roast, before capping it off and handing it to him.

His hands were soft and warm. The hands of a writer. That’s what Parker said he did, right?

“Cream and sugar are just over there to the right.”

He nodded and then proceeded over to where she had indicated. Once his back was turned, Olivia faced her friends, both of whom were watching her with rapt attention.

“Holy shit,” Jill mouthed as she fanned herself.

“Go talk to him,” Parker whispered.

“No. What would I even say? Hey, you need help tearing open that sugar packet? No. He probably already thinks I’m ridiculous.”

Parker rolled her eyes. “Oh, he does not. We want to know what he’s doing here, right? So, keep him talking. Go over there.”

“No. You do it, Parker!”

Jill groaned. “Oh, for the love of God. Hey Draven,” she called out.

He spun around, cup of coffee raised to his lips. “Yes?”

Jill grinned. Olivia knew that look. She was up to something. "You know Olivia was just working on a batch of brownies,” she said. “They're probably almost finished if you—”

Olivia cut in. “No, I don’t think those are ready yet,” she said through gritted teeth, shooting a glare at Jill. She could see Parker biting back a grin.

Olivia had added a little spell work to this particular batch of brownies. It just so happened to be a spell encouraging honesty, a request from a customer who was convinced their partner was cheating. The plan was for the customer to serve the brownies to their partner and then ask some very pointed questions.  Normally she and Jill did their best not to use magic like this on someone without their consent, but Olivia knew for a fact this person had cheated. Parker had seen them going into a room at the inn, with someone who was definitely not their partner. Apparently, there was lots of groping and kissing as well, before they even made it to the room. Not exactly discreet.

She was going to get Jill for that one.

Draven walked back to the counter, stopping directly in front of her again.

Olivia pointed at the display. “How about a donut instead? I know it’s a little late in the day. But you can never go wrong with donuts and coffee.”

“Sure. I’d love one. Glazed, please.”

She grabbed a bag from beneath the counter. “Parker said you were in town to write a book? What’s it about?”

“History, mostly.”

A writer from New York coming here to write a book on history? Surely he could come up with a better lie than that?

“Really? What kind of history?”

He shrugged. “Family history. Sort of a biography.”

Family history. Maybe he did know someone from here? But then why not just come out and say so? 

She narrowed her eyes. “Why would you pick here of all places to write it?”

He looked away. She took the moment to grab a donut from the case and place it in the bag. 

His eyes returned to hers. “Well. I sort of just stumbled on the town and it seemed as good a place as any.”

He was lying. She did not dare risk a glance at Jill or Parker to see if they had caught it. But he was 100 percent lying. He knew the town was here and he knew about magic. The question was, how much did he know? And what exactly was he doing here?

“That was lucky. Parker mentioned you’re from New York? Seems like quite the drive to write a story.”

“I wanted a change of pace. Hoping to gain some clarity.” He smiled like he was trying to put her at ease.

Her cheeks heated.

Shit. She was trying to play it cool. But the man was definitely charming.

“Well, I hope you’re not too disappointed. Not much happens around here.” She shrugged as she handed him the bag. “Let me know if I can help with the book in any way,” she said with a smile she was sure did not reach her eyes.

If he hadn’t known she was suspicious before, he probably did now. Her friends always said her face was like an open book.

But maybe that was a good thing in this case. Let him think she was onto him. Make him sweat a little.

“I uh … I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.”

He waved to both Parker and Jill before heading out the door. He didn’t look back at her.

“Did you guys catch that?” Olivia asked. 

“Oh yeah,” Jill said, nodding her head.

Parker spoke up. “He said basically the same thing to me when I met him earlier. He’s definitely up to something. I’ll talk to my abuelita about it. Maybe she’ll have some insight.”

“Let’s make sure the book is safe, just in case,” Olivia said quietly. “We don’t want any surprises.”

They both nodded in agreement. This book contained spells from every generation of witches that had lived in this town. As the most current generation, it was their job to keep it safe. Olivia took that responsibility seriously. She would not be taking any chances where Draven was concerned, no matter how cute he was. The man had no right to have a jaw that chiseled. And the stubble on his face? How might that feel against her skin?

Shit. Down girl. You only just met the man.

“You have to admit it though, that man is gorgeous,” Parker said with a grin.

Olivia groaned. “So not the point.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Draven laughed as he walked out of the bakery and crossed the street, heading to the grocery store. He’d meant to go before but the bakery had caught his eye. 

Olivia and her friends obviously had no idea he could hear them talking while he was fixing his coffee. 

It wasn’t like he was trying to eavesdrop or anything, but the whole bakery had gone eerily quiet when he walked in. The chatter only started up again when he was walking out the door. Thus, every person in the place had been able to hear not only his conversation with Olivia but also allowed him to hear the subsequent “whispered” conversation between the three friends.

From what he gathered, Olivia was suspicious of him, while Jill and Parker seemed to be focused more on his romantic prospects. Funnily enough, the fact that Olivia found him suspicious was something he found incredibly endearing. It meant she had good instincts. As a journalist, he certainly could not fault her for that. But it also meant he needed to be careful. If even one person got too suspicious, his whole plan could be compromised and he certainly could not have that. Not only was he doing this for his mother, but he had basically staked his career on this exposé. He’d uprooted his life for this.

He would not let one suspicious person ruin that for him, no matter how gorgeous she was.

If the situation were different, he might have considered starting something with her. She intrigued him with her flowing brown hair that just kissed the top of her shoulders, the kind he could easily bury his hands in as he kissed her full, dark-pink lips. Not to mention those eyes, so sharp and assessing, but still warm at the same time. She was just his type.

As he browsed the shelves of the grocery store, clutching his cup of coffee and donut in one hand, her face flashed in his mind. What was she thinking right at this moment?  Was her suspicion merely based on the fact that he was a stranger? Parker had said they did not get many visitors. But maybe there was more to it than that—something he wasn’t seeing.

Stopping in the bakery was a spur-of-the-moment decision. It wasn’t like he needed a third cup of coffee. He definitely did not need a donut. But something had compelled him to go in. If he didn’t know any better, he would think it was the magic that existed in this town. 

He couldn’t be sure, but he suspected that the lovely Olivia used magic in her bakery. As soon as he walked in, he noticed an odd scent in the air, like burning wood mixed with sugar and vanilla and he spotted the two different cases of baked goods. He didn’t get a good look, but one case appeared to list ingredients under each option, like the makings of a spell, small things that screamed magic.

“You must be the new guy everyone has been talking about,” someone said to Draven as he made his way down the cereal aisle.

He glanced over to see a man with a broad smile and kind-looking eyes. He would guess they were around the same age; Draven having just turned thirty.

“Yeah, that would be me.”

The man extended his hand. “Malcolm Montgomery. I own the store.”

“Draven James, resident new guy,” he offered as he shook Malcolm's hand. “So, the gossip is already in full swing, huh?”

“Oh, most definitely. But don't worry, it gets easier. When I first got here a few years back, the talk was pretty constant. But eventually it fades. Hey, maybe you'll get lucky, and someone else will move here soon.”

So much for keeping a low profile.

“What brings you to Addersfield?”

“I'm hell-bent on becoming a cliché, of course,” he said with a smile.

Malcolm laughed. “My wife said you were funny.”

“Your wife?”

“Jill. She works with Olivia over at the bakery.”

“Oh, right. Wow. I literally just came from there. This really is a small town.”

Malcolm nodded. “It is and my wife loves to gossip. I’m guessing she texted me as soon as you walked in. New people are big news around here. But you get used to it. Actually, we all have weekly dinners together. Me, Jill, Olivia, and a few other people. On Wednesdays. Maybe you could come this week?”

He was torn. On the one hand, it might be an opportunity to get more information about the town and he couldn’t pretend it wouldn’t be nice to see Olivia again. But he also did not want to get too close to anyone.

“I appreciate the offer. But I think I’d like to get settled in first. Maybe next time, though?”

“Sure thing. Anyway, I gotta get back to work, but if you ever need anything, I'm around." 

“I’ll remember that, thanks.”

“Good, because Addersfield it’s … special. Things will come up and when they do, I'm an excellent listener.”

Were people around here always this friendly? First, Olivia offered her help and now Malcolm was inviting him, a complete stranger, to a family dinner just two days from now. People being this welcoming was definitely going to take some getting used to and in his opinion, is a bit naïve on their part. But it certainly had the potential to make his job that much easier. 

If these people wanted to help him dig their own graves, who the hell was he to say no?
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