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Veri tightened her hold around the man’s throat, cutting off his air supply. Her nails and fingertips dug into his flesh. 

Why? Why am I doing this?

Mentally, she flailed against what she was doing, but she couldn’t make herself stop. Part of her didn’t want to.

She dug in deeper, and his gasping ceased. She squeezed until the man went limp, then dropped him, feeling suddenly bereft. Disappointed. Like a child who’d lost its balloon. 

Before she could get too upset, the man’s essence—his soul—rose from his body in thin wisps, like smoke. She opened her mouth and sucked it down. The surge of power that resulted was incredible. In its wake she went giddy and a little weak in the knees, as if that burst of power had left her drained in its wake. 

She leaned back on muddy, cold knees and glanced around at mossy rocks and scrubby bushes tossed by a biting wind. This place spoke of loneliness and loss. 

What have I done?

Gods, she needed a cigarette.

––––––––
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A CIGARETTE WOULD TASTE really good right about now. I almost miss that filthy habit. The killer stepped back and eyed his handiwork. All in a day’s work. He felt unusually drained and on edge. Odd.

But he was satiated, as if he’d consumed a full meal of corned beef. Which is what it was, of course. This soul hadn’t been as strong as some, but it would hold him for a while. So what was wrong?

He flipped back through memories and emotions. Why was this one different? Then he smiled. He hadn’t been alone. Someone else had been inside his head. She—it had definitely been a woman—had experienced the moment with him. It had been glorious having her watch. Her brief flash of horror as her psyche disengaged from his was intoxicating. It had added a certain... something.

He stood, brushing bits of moss from the legs of his trousers. He would find her, that’s what he’d do. Find her and make her watch again. 
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Chapter 2
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“Miss Leveau? Miss Leveau, are you all right?”

Veri jerked back to reality. Mrs. Hanes was standing before her with her face inches away, one perfectly penciled brow creased in concern. She smelled the winter mint gum the woman always chewed, combined with copious amounts of Chanel No. 5. The cloying combination stuck in her throat and made her sinuses itch.

“I’m fine, Mrs. Hanes.” She stepped back, feeling crowded and a little disoriented, and forced a smile. “How did that merry widow work out for you?”

“Oh, fine, just fine. Jefferson is going to love it.” Mrs. Hanes beamed happily, holding the red lace number up against her very proper navy business suit. 

“Then let’s ring you up and get you on your way. Can’t leave Mr. H. waiting, can we?” She made her way between the racks of bras and panties. Silky fabric caressed her bare arm, reminding her who she was. I am Veronique Leveau. I own a lingerie shop in Deepwood, Oregon. I m a witch. I am not a killer. Maybe if she repeated the words often enough, she’d believe them. But the feel of her hands squeezing that man’s throat... she shook her head, trying to shake off the memory.

She rang up Mrs. Hanes as quickly as possible, failing to keep her hand steady as she handed the older woman a purple bag with gold swirling letters that spelled out the shop’s name: Dangerous Curves. Fortunately Mrs. Hanes didn’t notice the tremor, or if she did, she didn’t comment. 

The minute Mrs. Hanes was out the door, Veri blew out the candle she always kept burning next to the register, turned the shop’s sign to CLOSED, and stepped outside, locking the door behind her. Part of her wanted to jump in the car, drive home, and barricade herself in her cottage behind the strongest magical wards she could conjure. But there was a safe place much closer. Half a dozen steps away was her friend Emory’s shop, Healing Herbs.

The silver bell above the door gave a merry tinkle as Veri passed beneath it. She paused just inside and inhaled deeply, the scent of cinnamon, cloves, and vanilla soothing her jangled nerves. A row of candles on the counter burned brightly, flames dancing in the light breeze created when she’d opened the door. Each one was carved with an ancient symbol for peace, harmony, or prosperity. 

Emory Chastain had been working her magic. She was a spellwalker; a rare and powerful witch whose magic lent itself particularly well to spellcraft. She also specialized in magical potions if you knew what to ask for. Of all the iterations of magic workers, Veri considered spellwalking the most useful.

Emory glanced up from sorting candles behind the register. “What is it?” A frown line marred her otherwise perfectly smooth forehead. No one would ever guess she was a century old.

Veri let out a sigh of relief. She could always count on Emory. Her stilettos clicked on the hardwood floor as she strode toward her friend. “I had another one.”

“A vision?”

Veri nodded and leaned against the counter, suddenly unable to look Emory in the eye. “I killed someone.” She clenched her fingers together to keep them from trembling.

“No, you didn’t,” Emory said calmly, circling the counter to put an arm around her. 

Emory’s green, bohemian dress with bell sleeves was soft against Veri’s arm. She felt a quick surge of pride at the hint of creamy cleavage peeking above the long dress’s sweetheart neckline. It was created by a push-up bra from Dangerous Curves. Until she’d got hold of her, Emory had had a penchant for wearing uni-boob sports bras. 

“You’re a mistwalker. You had a vision of a killer. Now sit down, and I’ll make tea,” Emory ordered.

Veri nodded and let herself be steered into a small alcove, unable to muster the strength to do anything else. One hundred and fifty years she’d walked this earth—though she looked no more than thirty—and still the visions could shake her to her core. 

Although their small coven was made up of unusually strong witches, only Emory was nearly as old as she. The others had special and rare abilities but were still so young. They had no idea what it was like to live with their abilities for centuries. Emory was the only one who truly understood.

The memory of her vision rose suddenly, and Veri forced down bile as her stomach heaved. She struggled to reign in her emotions. Getting worked up wasn’t going to help anything. 

“I put a spell on the door so we won’t be disturbed,” Emory said, setting a tea tray on the little round table that was placed between two comfy chairs. In this cozy space at Healing Herbs, Emory often helped clients in need of something special. She read tea leaves, tarot cards, or did natal chart consultations. With her talent for spellwork and potions, the spice shop was perfect for her. She served both the supernatural community and ordinary humans, without anyone raising an eyebrow. Not that many would in Deepwood. It was the sort of town that collected the spiritual and the paranormal.

Emory handed Veri a cup of tea, and she took a fortifying sip, eyeing Emory over the rim. The smoky flavor of whiskey was unmistakable. “You spiked this.”

“Guilty. I also put a relaxation spell on it. Drink up and tell me everything.”

She told Emory about the vision, not hesitating to say that it had felt as if she’d killed that man. Even though the actions and emotions hadn’t been hers, they’d felt like hers. 

“Did you see the killer’s hands?” Emory asked.

She shook her head and tucked curly tendrils of dark brown hair behind her shoulder. “Not really how it works. It’s basically me killing the person. There’s nothing in my vision to tell me who the killer is. If I see hands choking the victim, they’re mine.” She shuddered as she remembered the image of her hands, dusky against the pale throat of the victim. “If I see a reflection of the killer, it’s my reflection.”

“But if you see a place, it’s the real crime scene, right?” 

“Sure, but how does that help, other than to find the body?” It wouldn’t be the first time she’d led the police to a victim. She’d learned over the years to ensure the authorities never discovered who gave them the tip. They had a tendency to blame the messenger, even in Deepwood.

Emory topped up her tea. “Maybe it does. Maybe it doesn’t. Hard to say.”

She frowned. The whiskey in the tea was making her woozy and the memory reel of the killing kept playing over and over in her head. “I can’t call the cops this time,” she blurted. If they interrogated her, she would confess. It had been too real. Besides, these days it was becoming increasingly difficult to report a crime and remain anonymous. Last time she called from a pay phone across from the Deepwood Library, but it had been taken out a couple years back. Plus, wet knees and a sense of isolation wasn’t enough of a “location” to help anyone.

“Oh, gosh, no,” Emory agreed. “They’d lock you up and throw away the key.” 

She knew Emory was half-kidding, but only half. 

“What about a protection spell?” Emory suggested. “I could cast one easily. Maybe it would stop the visions.”

She suddenly felt ridiculous and didn’t want her friend going to such trouble. She hadn’t had one of these visions in years. It had been useless then, and it was useless now. It likely wouldn’t happen again for another couple years or so. 

“Don’t worry about it, Em,” she said, setting her teacup aside and standing. “Thanks for the tea, but I’ve got to get back to the shop.”

“If you’re sure—”

“I am.” Except deep down she wasn’t.

––––––––
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THE BODY WAS DRAPED over the rocks like a discarded plastic grocery bag. The red ring of bruises around his neck was a dead giveaway that the man had been strangled to death. The waters of the loch lapped peacefully beneath him as if it were just another day.

“That’s the third body we’ve found this month.” Drago, king of the dragons, kicked angrily at a stone, sending it skidding off to splash into the deep water. “This has to stop. I will not stand for another murder in my territory.” He crossed his arms, muscles bulging beneath his leather biker jacket. The scowl on his face was enough to make a lesser man quail. 

Vane, the king’s enforcer, was not a lesser man. He ignored the king’s anger and sniffed the air. “It wasn’t a dragon.”

“No, and neither was the victim. But this was done on dragon land.” Drago was tall, broad of shoulder, and shrewd of mind, as a king should be. His eyes, the same gold as the dragon within him, glittered angrily in the misty morning. He did not need to say what Vane already knew: they could not let this stand. There must be justice.

“It shouldn’t take much to track him,” Vane said, already shifting into hunting mode. “His scent is still strong.”

“Go.”

Vane hesitated. “One question?”

A dark eyebrow lifted. 

“Dead or alive?”

The smile that crept over the king’s face was unpleasant. “I prefer dead. And make it hurt.”
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Chapter 3
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After closing up shop for the day, Veri headed straight across the street to Pink Lady Donuts. At some point in the past, the building had been a mundane, mid-century office building with ordinary brick walls coated in stucco and small windows framed in glass blocks, but when Virgil Zante had taken over, he’d painted it a flashy pink, with equally flashy gold swirly letters spelling out the shop’s name across one of the windows. 

The minute she opened the door, the heavenly scents of deep-fried dough, cinnamon, vanilla, and everything sweet rushed to greet her. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she’d forgotten to eat lunch. Well, not so much forgotten as been so upset by her unsettling vision, she hadn’t been able to stomach the egg salad sandwich she’d brought from home.
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