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Chapter One: The Visionary Brew
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Lena Hartwell was forty-eight years old, sitting in a vinyl booth at the Crystal Hollow Diner, and staring at her coffee like it had personally offended her.

The diner was called Mabel's. It had been in operation since 1952. The walls were covered in vintage signs and photographs of old Crystal Hollow. The floors were checkered linoleum. The air smelled like bacon, grease, and something vaguely sweet.

Lena came here every Tuesday morning for the same reason everyone in Crystal Hollow came here: the coffee was the best in town.

But today, the coffee was different.

It was the same dark roast. Same ceramic mug. Same steam rising in lazy curls. But when Lena brought the mug to her lips, she felt a strange tingle.

She ignored it. She took a sip.

And then she saw it.

A flash of images. A funeral. A casket. A face she recognized. Her own face. She was lying in the casket, eyes closed, hands folded, surrounded by flowers.

Lena dropped the mug.

It shattered on the floor. Coffee splattered everywhere.

"What the, " she started.

"Mom?" Jade was sitting across from her, looking alarmed. "Are you okay?"

"I don't know."

"You don't know? You just dropped your coffee and you look like you've seen a ghost."

"Worse. I saw myself."

"Saw yourself where?"

"In a casket."

Jade's face went pale. "That's not funny."

"I'm not joking."

Lena looked at the coffee on the floor. The shards of ceramic. The dark liquid spreading across the checkered linoleum.

"I'm not drinking that again," she said.

The visions spread.

By noon, three more people had reported similar experiences. Earl, the retired postman, had seen himself being buried. Agnes, the librarian, had seen herself dying of old age in her sleep. And young Tommy, the dishwasher, had seen himself being hit by a bus.

"I don't drive a bus," Tommy said, trembling. "I don't even go outside."

Mabel, the diner's owner and head cook, was in a panic.

"I didn't do anything!" she insisted. "It's the same coffee I've been serving for thirty years!"

"Clearly it's not," Lena said.

She examined the coffee machine. It was old, a classic Bunn brewer that had probably been there since the 1970s. But there was nothing obviously wrong with it.

"The coffee grounds," Sophie suggested. "Maybe someone tampered with them."

Lena opened the bag of grounds. They smelled normal. Looked normal. But when she touched them, she felt the same tingle she had felt earlier.

"Someone cursed the coffee," she said.

"Who would do that?" Jade asked.

"I don't know. But we need to find out before the whole town panics."
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