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This one is still for EmmaSteph. Mostly because you’re awesome.
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Prologue
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The cheerful tones of “Don’t Worry Be Happy” pulled Emory Chastain from deep sleep. She stared blearily at her alarm clock. Three in the morning. Why the heck was her alarm going off? No, wait. That hadn’t been her alarm.

Fred, her chinchilla, bounced up on the bed, having once again escaped from his cage. He chittered excitedly. 

“You gonna get that?” a sleepy, masculine voice muttered.

Noah was in her bed. A slow smile spread across her face. “What?”

“Your phone. You gonna answer it or just let it ring all night?”

She retrieved her phone from the nightstand. The number was unfamiliar. She almost hit Decline, but a feeling in her gut changed her mind. “Hello?”

“Emory?” The voice was thick, as if the person was crying. It was female and young.

“Who is this?”

“It’s Mia.”

Mia was her young witch apprentice. Sort of. But why would she be calling at this time of night? She opened her mouth to ask but was interrupted.

“I need your help,” Mia continued. “I’m in trouble.”

She bolted upright. Beside her, Noah came to full attention. His hand was warm on her bare back. “What is it, Mia? What’s wrong?”

“I-I think I killed somebody.”
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Chapter 1
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Caramel lattes were the answer to all of life’s problems. Not that she had any at the moment, but she did need a strong dose of caffeine.

The sun was just warming the cool summer morning when Lene—Len-uh, not Lenny—Davenport pushed her way out the door of Howling Moon Coffee, the scent of roasted beans swirling around her. Clutching a tray filled with lattes and mocha frappes to her chest, she slid a pair of bubblegum pink cat’s-eye sunglasses on and squinted against the brightness. Why did she always end up doing the coffee run lately?

It was early—at least for her—not quite nine, and already a few shoppers were wandering up and down Main Street, peering into shop windows and sipping from coffee cups. Virgil Zante gave her a wave from the doorway of the shockingly pink Pink Lady Donuts. She waved back, wondering what his latest creation was and if he’d have some left at lunchtime.

A sudden spike of awareness shot through her, that awful, overwhelming feeling that something was very wrong. She staggered to a stop, blinking against the encroaching magic. Thank goddess her shades were on or everyone would be able to see the black bleeding into her eyes. That was always awkward to explain.

She shivered at the icy chill of a caramel frappe sloshing over her hand as the tray wobbled. A fine tremor worked its way through her until she shook as if she was standing in the middle of a blizzard. Her teeth clacked together so hard, she had to clench her jaw to keep from breaking a tooth.

She glanced around, trying to find the source of the magic. A dark-haired woman in a navy pantsuit passed her, chatting on her phone about something inane. As she went by, Lene got a horrible, sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She knew exactly what it meant. 

Dear Goddess, that woman is going to die.

Lene dropped the coffee on one of the picnic tables tucked up against the wall outside Howling Moon, ignoring the splash of hot liquid that soaked her Wonder Woman T-shirt, and hurried after the woman. Death danced around the woman’s head like a dark wraith, blocking the sunlight. Lene had no idea what to do, how to warn the woman, but she felt compelled to do... something. She was a witch, after all. It was her duty to protect others if she could. The woman ended the call and shoved the phone into her oversized, bright yellow purse. She must have caught sight of Lene out of the corner of her eye because suddenly she looked panicked. She picked up the pace, her sensible black heels clicking loudly on the cracked sidewalk. She entered the shade of an oak tree, but Lene could still see the clear outline of Death riding the woman’s shoulders.

“Wait,” Lene called. “Hey, lady, wait a minute.” She dashed after the woman, her ballet flats slapping awkwardly against the concrete. It was too hot to run, but she needed to help her. Maybe, just this once, she could deny Death its next victim.

After a nervous glance over her shoulder, the woman abruptly jogged left and charged into traffic, narrowly avoiding getting run over by a man on a bicycle, who shouted a few choice and very colorful expletives. 

Lene breathed a sigh of relief. Close call. But Death still hovered. It was only a matter of time, and witch or not, there was nothing she could do about it.

“Meow.”

Blinking, she looked at the cat winding between her ankles. It was solid black and soft as a cloud. The soothing brush of fur chased away the cold. She bent down to stroke the feline’s head. “Now who are you? Where’s your person?”

The cat stared at her out of big, gold eyes, and Lene felt herself going a little fuzzy. Crazy. It was just a cat.

Except things in her world were rarely just anything.

She strode back to the table and scooped up what was left of the drinks. The cat followed her, tail pointed straight up.

––––––––
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“DRINK UP.” VERONIQUE Leveau thrust a glass of amber liquid under Lene’s nose.

Alcohol fumes stung her eyes and made her choke a little. She recognized it from the stash of rum Veri kept behind the register in her lingerie shop, Dangerous Curves, “in case of emergencies.” The emergencies usually involved days ending in y.

“No, thanks,” Lene said, shoving the glass away. Booze was not what she needed. What she needed was to stop feeling like a failure.

Dangerous Curves wasn’t open yet. Rows and racks of lingerie in a rainbow of colors seemed to lean in, as if waiting for their future owners. The store smelled of vanilla, smoke, and candle wax. Veri had been doing her morning mediation when Lene burst in on her.

The cat sat outside the glass door, gazing intently at her. Waiting, but for what? Didn’t he or she have a home to go to?

Veri gave her a stern look, her usually warm brown eyes snapping with irritation. “Drink it. You need to chill. Is that your cat?”

“No.” Lene could have sworn the cat scowled at her. “And there’s nothing to chill about. The woman isn’t dead. Not yet at least, but I couldn’t warn her.”

Veri tutted and crossed her arms, her ample cleavage heaving up over the neckline of her red wiggle dress. “Even if you had, it wouldn’t have mattered. You can’t save everyone, Lene.”

She sighed. “Apparently I can’t save anyone.” Despite her visions, she’d never been able to stave off Death. It had a way of getting its due.

“Then drink.”

Lene did as ordered, but she wasn’t happy about it. Veri enjoyed bossing people around. Lene enjoyed ignoring her. No, more than that. She enjoyed deliberately doing the exact opposite of what Veri wanted. 

They had an odd sort of friendship. They were both witches, members of the same coven, and friends with the coven’s leader, Emory Chastain. And that was about where the similarities ended.

Veri was from Louisiana and still spoke with a slight southern drawl. Lene was Deepwood, Oregon, born and bred. Veri was a successful businesswoman whose shop, Dangerous Curves, catered to the lingerie needs of women of all sizes but especially larger, curvier ladies who had difficulty finding what they wanted elsewhere. Lene still didn’t know what she wanted to be when she grew up, although she loved her little bookstore, Second Sight Books. It was tucked into an old cottage next to Veri and Emory’s building. She carried mostly used books, and the store was frequently busy. She also did a thriving online business, locating rare, magical texts for out-of-town witches. 

She’d sort of accidentally fallen into it. 

When she was a teenager growing up in Deepwood, she’d worked summers at what was then a used bookstore constantly in danger of closing its doors. One day the owner—a positively ancient woman called Mags—had handed her a manila folder and a key. “It’s yours,” she’d said and walked out the door, never to be heard from again. The store had been Lene’s from there on out. 

Veri was tall, with long legs, a massive rack, glorious dark waves of long hair, and dusky skin. Lene was short, blonde, and plump, though at least she could tan. Not like poor Emory, who had the typical ivory skin of a redhead. She turned into a lobster if she even thought about the sun.

The door to Veri’s shop swung open. Speak of the devil.

Emory stormed toward Lene in all her mother hen glory. “What’s going on?” She’d obviously sensed something was up. “And whose cat is that?”

“It’s nothing. Honestly. I just saw Death again,” Lene said. “And I don’t know who the cat belongs to.”

“That’s hardly nothing,” Emory snapped. “The Death thing I mean. Details.”

Lene retold the story of seeing Death hovering over the woman and how she’d tried to warn her, but the woman had been so scared of her, she’d run away. Even in a town full of witches, there were mundanes who refused to listen or believe.

It wasn’t the first time she’d witnessed Death choose a victim, though this was the first time it had been up close and personal. She wasn’t just any old witch. She was a Deathwalker, a witch who knew when someone was going to die and sometimes talked to the dead. Dead folks came with the territory.

“You did what you could,” Emory assured her. “There’s nothing more you can do.”

“Yeah.” Lene slipped off the stool behind Veri’s shop counter. “Isn’t it time to open up?” 

She gave them each a look she hoped would shut them up and stomped out, hustling toward her shop, the cat trailing behind her. She knew they were worried for her. She also knew they were right. There was nothing she could have done. But neither of them needed to know just how much she dreaded the nightmares she knew would come.

––––––––
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A HORRIBLE, SCREECHING, crunching sound woke Lene from the nightmare. How many times had she relived the crash, both waking and sleeping? It didn’t matter that it was imaginary, that it hadn’t happened. She still felt queasy and dizzy. 

If only the woman had listened to her. Now there was no way to stop what was going to happen. Maybe there wouldn’t have been anyway, but at least she would have felt she had done her best. Instead she felt like a failure.

The terrible car accident and that woman lying dead ran through her mind over and over as if she’d been there. Seen it.

“Meow?” The cat thumped on the bed, and a pair of glowing gold eyes met hers. 

“What are you doing in here, Cat?” She’d left her—the cat was female—outside with a bowl of water and a few scraps. You weren’t supposed to feed strays, but she didn’t come off as a stray.

The cat butted her gently and then curled up on her lap, purring like a motor, staring intently at something in the corner. With shaking hands, Lene reached for the lamp beside her bed. Before she could turn it on, a feeling crept over her that told her she was no longer alone.

A ghostly figure was at the end of her bed. Her throat went dry.

It was the woman in the navy pantsuit, clutching her giant yellow purse. She looked completely unmarked, but then she was a ghost, after all. The accident Lene had seen in her dreams was real. 

“It’s you.” 

The spirit nodded, looking sad. It’s not your fault. You tried to warn me.

Lene swallowed. “Sure, it is. If I hadn’t been running after you, you might have listened to me.”

The spirit shook her head, her dark hair sliding against pale cheeks. I ran because I was afraid. I thought you were my stalker.

Lene’s eyes widened. “You had a stalker? How long? Did you know who it was?” The questions spilled out. Time was short. It usually was with spirits. She needed to get as much information as possible before the ghost disappeared. She didn’t know what she’d do with it, but she needed to do something.

Don’t know who. Weeks now.

“And you thought it was me? That’s why you ran from me?”

Yes, not that it mattered. My fault. I should have been stronger.

“It’s not your fault. What’s your name? Tell me more about the stalker.” She didn’t know why she needed to know. Maybe it was because of her guilt, on top of her certainty the woman would die and the inability to stop the inevitable. Maybe it was the dream of the accident.

The ghost hesitated as if unsure of the answer. Grace Wittaker. 

Lene grabbed the notebook and pen she always kept on the nightstand and wrote down Grace’s name. “And the stalking started when exactly?”

Grace frowned. Not sure. Time is... strange.

Lene had heard of such things. On the Otherside, time didn’t work like it did in the living world. It made it hard for ghosts to be clear about it.

“What about a date?”

March something. 

“March of this year?” 

Grace nodded. Yes. Black roses, wilted. Knife through a heart. Cleansing. Cleansed.... She faded, becoming increasingly translucent and fuzzy around the edges.

Lene felt a surge of panic and was unsure if it was her emotion or the ghost’s. “Wait!”

Help me.

“Grace....” 

Talk to Lucien.

“Lucien who?” 

An... Anton.... Lucien Anton....

“Who is Lucien?”

But it was too late. Grace was gone. Before she could twist herself up in more knots, her phone buzzed wildly, making a tinking sound as it danced against the blue ceramic base of the bedside lamp. She frowned, glancing at the time. Three a.m. Who would be calling her so late?

Snagging her phone, she checked caller ID. Emory Chastain, her best friend and fellow witch. Something must be wrong for Emory to call her in the middle of the night.

“Hello?”

“Lene, I need your help.” Emory sounded slightly tinny. “Mia’s got a dead body on her hands.”
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Chapter 2
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“Did you say dead body?” Lene pulled the cellphone away from her ear to stare at the screen. Maybe she was dreaming, and it was a really annoying dream. Maybe she had ghost hangover.

The cat butted her chin. Okay, not a dream. The cat was real. She absently petted her, setting off a rumbling purr.

“That’s what I said.” Emory’s voice echoed through the tiny speakers. “Mia is convinced she killed someone.” 

Mia was a young teenage witch fairly new to her power. Emory had taken it upon herself to mentor the girl. Lene had been certain from the beginning Mia was nothing but trouble. 

She heaved a sigh and pressed the phone to her ear again. “Seriously, you know what time it is right now? I only got to bed an hour ago.” Not to mention her late night caller. She’d been sorting through her latest haul of yard-sale books, in preparation for adding them to her store, when her most recent painting had called to her, urging her to spread color on canvas. With the ideas flowing, she hadn’t been able to stop until her eyes blurred, and she’d dropped the paintbrush. It had been one in the morning when she stumbled to bed.

Emory snorted. “You’re a night owl, and you know it. You’re never in bed before two. Will you please deal with this? You promised you’d take care of things so Noah and I could have some time together.”

Lene scratched the cat under her chin. Emory was right. She had promised that exact thing, something she now regretted. Dealing with bodies and hysterical witches in the middle of the night—morning—was not her idea of a good time. 

Heaving a groan, she threw back the thin quilt and rolled out of bed. “Fine. I’m on my way. Text me the address.”

“Right away,” Emory said. “And thanks, Lene. I appreciate this. You know how important Mia might be.”

Mia’s magic tended toward strong visions, usually of death and destruction. Lene’s abilities weren’t of the happy witch variety either, so she understood. They bordered more on the dark and depressing, which was why her painting had become increasingly important to her. Painting bright happy things kept her from getting lost in the dark.

With a sigh, she scooped her clothes from the day before off the floor as her phone chimed, alerting her to Emory’s text. She changed quickly from her short sleepshirt into jean cut-off shorts and a loose, sleeveless blouse. It was unusually warm, but she grabbed a light cardigan just in case.
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