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A teaspoon of sugar for sweetness to the day. A dollop of cream for spirituality. Stir counterclockwise. 

It was the same tea ritual Emory Chastain had used every morning for as long as she could remember. A way to start the day out right. To embrace the magic of living.

Sunlight streamed through the kitchen window, bathing her in a golden glow and sending colors from the Victorian stained-glass dancing over the walls. 

She tilted her head back, smiling when her chinchilla, Fred, bounced onto the counter, then up to her shoulder, curling sleepily into her hair. Chinchillas were a nocturnal sort, but Fred liked to stick close, even during daylight hours.

“May the heat of the sun, glow of moon, glory of fire, swiftness of wind, strength of water, and endurance of earth guide and protect me this day. As I will, so mote it be.”

She caught the time out of the corner of her eye. If she didn’t hurry, she wouldn’t have time for donuts. Draining her tea, she snagged her phone and keys off the counter and strode for the front door, long cotton skirt swishing around her legs.

There was enough time, however, to stop and bury her face in a rose. There was always time to smell the roses. They hung heavy over the rusted wrought iron fence, waving slightly in the faint breeze. 

The blue Victorian—and its garden and fence—was still in need of work with its door faded to a tomato red and the broken step up to the porch, but it was all hers. Her perfect sanctuary.

Popping her earbuds in, she cranked up Diana Ross’s “I’m Coming Out” as she marched down the sidewalk toward the donut shop, mindful of Fred’s slight weight on her shoulder. The energy of the song and the day buzzed through her, and she smiled at everyone she passed, from her grumpy neighbor walking his elderly, incontinent dachshund to the gaggle of yoga moms sipping chai lattes outside the bakery. 

Deepwood was one of those small towns that popped up in Hallmark Channel movies and romance novels. Cute, quaint, large enough to have multiple coffee shops and baked goods stores but small enough to feel cozy and inviting.

Main Street—how boring a name could you get? —stretched for several blocks and was essentially the main drag where everyone and everything congregated. Technically the center of “downtown” was four blocks over, near the town hall, but no one paid that any mind. Main Street was where it was at, including Emory’s shop, Healing Herbs.

Emory veered into what would have been a plain box of a building if it wasn’t painted bubblegum pink and popped out her earbuds, leaving Diana behind. Built in the ’40s, it had been one of those squat stucco numbers with zero personality that had served as a perfect office building until Virgil Zante had taken over and turned it into Pink Lady Donuts. Now it was shockingly cheerful and very, very pink. No one knew who the pink lady was, and no one had ever bothered to ask. It was more fun to speculate, Emory supposed. Some said it was Virgil’s mother, or perhaps a lost love. Still others thought it was Virgil himself. 

Emory didn’t much care either way. Virgil made the best donuts in the history of donuts. She ought to know. She’d eaten enough of them.

Virgil glanced up from restocking the pastry case, a smile on his pink face. The smile grew wider when he saw it was Emory. “My lady! Your usual is ready.” He set down the half empty tray of crullers and handed her a pink box. “Hello, Fred.”

Fred popped his head out long enough to take an unsalted almond from Virgil.

Emory and Virgil had a standing agreement. Every morning he had a dozen donuts ready for her. Half of them were old favorites, like maple bars and blueberry cake. The other half were experiments: mango-chutney filled, peanut butter and banana fritters, cardamom with white chocolate drizzle, CBD infused tomato basil. In return for feedback on his unusual creations, she got a steep discount.

Virgil and Fred had a different understanding. Virgil offered Fred treats, and Fred accepted them.

“Thanks, Virgil! Sorry, no time to chat. Blessed be!”

He laughed as she popped in her earbuds. “Blessed be, Emory.”

That was the thing about Deepwood. It wasn’t just a quaint, charming town. It was a town of witches. Mostly. Oh, there were mundanes—non-magical people. And supernatural types such as djinn and fairies and the occasional vampire, but mostly it was witches. In Virgil’s case, he was Wiccan rather than a true witch, although Emory could have sworn he worked pure magic in the kitchen.

Emory’s shop was smack in the middle of Main Street, halfway from the grocery store at one end and the library at the other. It was in a brick-fronted building with wide windows and a bright green awning. She’d hand-lettered the open/closed sign herself, adding a spell to it that would either encourage visitors or repel intruders, depending on which side was facing out.

Inside, she set the donut box on the register counter before scooping Fred off her shoulder and tucking him into the giant Victorian birdcage behind the counter. It served as his home away from home. Next she turned on the overhead lights and switched the sign to Open. She was already five minutes late. 

Selecting a bundle of dried rosemary, she lit it, then slowly walked the perimeter of the shop, chanting low as the fragrant smoke cleansed the shop of anything negative that might have gathered overnight. 

“Negativity that has gathered in this place,

I banish you with my light and my grace.

You have no power and no hold here,

And of you I have no fear.

Begone forever away from me.

As I will so mote it be.”

She blew out the embers and returned the bundle to its place beneath the counter. Then she happily flipped open the lid on the donut box and selected one of Virgil’s latest creations. He’d written on it in icing lime and jalapeno.

“Well, that ought to be interesting.”

Before she could take a bite, the door burst open and a woman strode in. “I need a love potion.”

The woman glared at Emory belligerently, lower jaw thrust forward. Her skinny body was swathed in a massive fake fur coat, despite the warmth of an early summer morning, and her mousy brown hair was scraped into a tight bun on top of her head. Her muddy eyes snapped in anger, as if Emory had somehow personally affronted her.

She was used to working with challenging customers. She gave the woman a placating smile as she reluctantly returned her donut to the box, inhaled through her nose, and mentally repeated, Don’t turn the customer into a frog. Don’t turn the customer into a frog.

Fred chittered in his birdcage as if to say, Go ahead. Turn her into a frog and let me bite her.

She ducked her head to hide a smile. Not that she could turn the woman into a frog. Her magic didn’t run that way, though there were some days that would come in real handy.

She waved a quieting hand at Fred as she surreptitiously studied the woman’s aura. It was heavily tinged with poisonous green. Jealousy, and a lot of it. No way was she handing this woman anything with power.

“I’m sorry, we don’t carry love potions,” Emory lied. She picked up a small brown bottle. “I have a nice herbal tincture for relaxation and stress relief.” It wasn’t the first time she’d been asked for a love potion, but one had to be cautious when dealing with magical elixirs. Emory only gave true magic to those in real need.

“I don’t need relaxation,” the customer snapped, her aura flaring an angry red. “I need a love potion. I was told you do that kind of thing.”

She carefully blanked her face. “Do what kind of thing?” Deepwood might be a witchy town filled with practitioners of the magical arts, but that didn’t mean they went around blabbing to strangers. And this woman was definitely a stranger.

The woman let out a huff of annoyance and edged a little closer. She caught a whiff of dusty roses and mothballs. “Magic.”

Emory gave a light laugh, noticing the thick brown smudge along the woman’s aura. Greed. “I can’t help you.” 

“That’s not what I hear.” The woman edged forward, shrewd eyes watching Emory like a hawk.

Every molecule in her body was immediately on high alert. Fred’s chittering grew more aggravated. “I don’t know what you mean. This is a simple herb shop. Clearly, whoever told you otherwise was mistaken.”

The woman snorted. “Don’t play coy with me,” she snapped. “I am sick of playing second fiddle. I want my man to leave his cow of a wife and marry me. So give me that love potion. Now!” 

She was right up in Emory’s personal space. Unease shivered through her. She didn’t have much in the way of offensive spells, and there was no way she was giving this woman a love potion so she could steal another woman’s husband. She sent out a mental call for help.

“Listen, witch,” the woman in the fur coat hissed. She grabbed Emory’s arm, her fingernails digging into pale flesh like claws. “I want that love potion, and I want it now.” 

Fred bounced in his cage, angry chitters growing louder by the second. Emory yanked, but the nails dug in, sending pain shooting up her arm. She tried not to wince, but her mouth was dry with fear. This woman might be a mundane, but extreme avarice had made her strong and crazy.

“Give it to me,” the woman screeched, her face twisted into a caricature, “or else.”

“Or else what?” someone boomed from the doorway.

Emory and the woman stared, startled. Two women stood there like the Furies reborn, arms akimbo, faces wreathed in righteous anger. Emory almost wilted in relief at the sight of them.

“Let. Her. Go.” The blonde strode forward, her eyes pools of black ink, a threat in every word. Her pale skin glowed moon bright, and her cheeks flushed pink with determination.

The other woman kept pace beside her, curly black-brown hair floating in a gust of wind no one else could feel. Her eyes had turned silver, starkly bright against her dark skin.

Fred bounced to the front of his cage, a ball of dark gray fur with a whipping tail and sharp teeth. He let out an enraged screech, pressing tiny paws against the bars.

The woman in the fur coat stumbled back, hands held up as if to ward everyone off. 

“I didn’t mean to cause no trouble,” the customer all but whimpered, the fight gushing out of her. “I won’t bother you no more.” Gone was the haughty tone and elegant inflection. Sweat beaded her brow and upper lip.

“See that you don’t,” Emory snapped, cradling her injured arm. “Go now and don’t return. I banish thee. As I will so mote it be.”

The woman paled, then whirled, the fur coat fanning dramatically behind her, and scurried out the door, slamming it behind her so hard, the windowpane next to it rattled ominously.

Emory heaved a sigh of relief, she leaned down and scooped Fred out of his cage, rubbing her chin over his impossibly soft fur to calm both of them. “Thanks, ladies. She was, uh, a little scary.”

The blonde rushed forward and gave Emory a quick hug. Her eyes had bled from black back to their natural blue, which matched the blue of her Wonder Woman T-shirt. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Lene,” she assured her best friend. “She just creeped me out. Gave me a nice set of claw marks as a memento, too.” Emory showed them the bloody furrows raked across her skin, like blood on snow.

Lene—“Lehnah not Lenny”—Davenport made a distressed sound. “I’ll get the med kit.” She hurried to the back room, her flip-flops slapping against the wood floor with little sploging sounds.

“What did that nasty woman want, anyway?” the other witch, Veri, asked. Her eyes had returned to a soft, warm brown that complimented her rich, brown skin. 

Emory popped open Fred’s house. She urged him inside, handed him a raisin, then latched the door. He nibbled on his treat in ecstasy, the earlier drama forgotten. “She said she wanted a love potion. Claimed someone told her I carried them.”

Veri snorted, fluffing out the skirt of her tangerine ’50s style dress. “Please. That woman was full of crazy. Did you see the greed in her aura? No way anyone we know would send her our way.”

Veri was right. The world at large knew nothing about the truth of Deepwood. The town kept their secrets well hidden.

“She was probably just guessing,” Lene said, returning from the storeroom with an old sewing basket. It had belonged to Emory’s grandmother, except Emory didn’t sew, so she’d converted it into a medical kit. “Word gets around, you know. Probably heard a rumor and thought she’d give it a try. Claimed someone had told her about you so you’d be more willing to give up the goods.”

“True,” Veri said thoughtfully as Lene pushed Emory into a chair and rummaged in the med kit. “Decided to take a gamble. Lost big time.”

“Thanks for rescuing me, though I was hoping to get her out of here without giving away the fact that we can do magic. Denial is always the best way to go when it comes to outsiders.” It was essential to keep things low key. Emory did not want the world at large knowing that not only was magic real, so were witches. The last thing they needed was another installment of the Salem Witch Trials, only this time in Oregon instead of Massachusetts. 

“Hey, what are friends for?” Veri said with a shrug. “Listen, everything under control here? Because I left the shop unmanned.” Veri was not only her friend and a fellow coven member, she also owned the lingerie store next door to Emory’s shop, in the other half of the building.

Emory waved her off and closed her eyes as Lene silently cleaned and bandaged her arm. She pinched the bridge of her nose. A headache lurked behind her eyes. Maybe she needed a dose of one of her tinctures. 

“Sorry about spilling the beans,” Lene said as she tucked the supplies back in the sewing basket. “It was just awful seeing that woman attacking you like that, and you not using any magic or anything.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” Emory squeezed her hand. “It’ll be fine. What’s one gold digger wanting a stupid love potion, anyway?” But deep down Emory had a feeling of foreboding. Not necessarily about the woman, but something was coming. She cleared her throat. “Don’t you have something to do other than fuss over me?”

Lene shook her head, her blonde mane bouncing dramatically. “The bookstore was completely empty when you called. I activated a ward before I left so no one will come in.”

Lene owned the town’s only bookstore, Second Sight Books. It was tucked into an old cottage next to Veri and Emory’s building. Lene 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. 

The bell jangled above the shop door, and Emory glanced up, half expecting the love potion lady to reappear. But it was a young woman wearing an enormous pair of hot pink sunglasses and a brown pageboy that was obviously a wig. She glanced around nervously before approaching the counter.

She cleared her throat. “Emory Chastain?”

She felt a momentary flutter of trepidation. “That’s me.”

“My name is”—she hesitated—“Julia. I live out near the funeral home.” She probably meant Deepwood Mortuary on the bluff overlooking the Willamette River. Nice neighborhood. “Um, I read about your shop online. How you had that love magic event awhile back.”

Emory and Lene exchanged glances as Emory rose to her feet. “That was a popular event. I still have some of the products, if you’re interested.”

Julia swallowed. “N-no thanks. That’s not what I’m here for.”

Emory gave Lene a look and, with a nod, Lene faded into the background, though she didn’t stray far, despite having a shop to run. After the incident with the love potion lady, she wasn’t about to leave Emory alone.

Emory waved her new client to the small alcove in the corner, where two comfortable chairs were placed around a small, low table. It was the perfect spot for sipping tea or reading tarot cards. “Would you like to sit?”

Julia shook her head. “I don’t have much time.”

“Very well. How may I help you?” She kept her voice quiet and even. She had a feeling her newest customer was the type who spooked easily.

Julia slid her glasses off. Emory tried not to wince. The skin around the young woman’s left eye was swollen and purple. Somebody had belted her good. Her palms itched with the need to punch whoever it was in some place a lot more sensitive than an eye.

“Who did that?” Emory couldn’t help asking the question, though it was invasive.

“My husband.” Julia’s voice was so soft, Emory could barely hear her. 

“Does he do that often?”

Julia tilted her chin up a little, and Emory admired her struggle to be strong. Leaving abusive jerks could be difficult, if not impossible, for some. It was also dangerous and very brave.

“Yes.”

She swallowed her outrage and the strong language that rose to her tongue. She had to remain calm if she was going to help her. “What do you need me to do?” Hopefully the woman wouldn’t ask her to put a curse on him. Although she was sorely tempted, she didn’t want it bouncing back on her threefold. There were rules when it came to magic. Whatever you put out in the universe was what you got back in spades. Including bad juju.

Julia cleared her throat and replaced her glasses. “Hide me.”

Emory smiled. “Now that I can do.”

Her gold gladiator sandals slapped lightly against the wood floor as she strode to a nearby display table. The footwear was her concession to working with the public, although she hated anything on her feet. It blocked her connection to Mother Earth. She missed the constant ebb and flow of energy between her and the planet, but the mundane world had its demands. 

She grabbed a bar of soap from a table and a bottle of lotion from the glass shelves and returned to her client. “Take these,” she said, handing Julia the items.

The young woman stared at the lotion and soap. “Skin care products?” She frowned. “That’s not going to hide me from my husband.”

“You came here for my help, yes?”

She nodded. Emory couldn’t see much of her eyes behind the glasses. Does she have any idea what I can do? 

“Then believe those bath products aren’t ordinary.”

“Okay.” Julia’s voice was shaky. “What do I do?”

“You have somewhere to stay? Somewhere your husband doesn’t know about?”

“Yes, I—”

“Don’t tell me,” she said, holding up her hand. “It’s better if I don’t know. Just in case.”

“All right.”

“The minute you get to where you’re staying, take a shower and wash with that soap. While you do, picture in your mind walking past your husband on the street and him not even noticing you. Then do the same with the lotion when you get out of the shower. Imagine you’re slathering on an invisibility barrier. He looks at you, but he doesn’t see you. Got it?”

“Got it. But how is that going to work?”

“The mind is a powerful thing, Julia. This will work, I promise. But it’s only temporary. Three or four days at most, so you need to get out of town as soon as possible.” She walked over to the counter, opened a drawer, took out a business card, and handed it to Julia.

“Norma’s Diner?” Julia asked, glancing at the card.

“They’ve got really good pie. Someone watched Twin Peaks one time too many. I suggest visiting soon. Go today if you can. Tomorrow at the latest. Speak to the waitress there.”

“Which one?”

Emory smiled. “There’s only one. Edwina.” Edwina was also the owner. “Tell her you need to disappear. She’ll handle the rest.”

“Can I trust her?”

Emory gave her a measured look. “Can you trust anyone?”

Julia sighed. “Good point. Thanks for... this. How much do I owe you?”

“One day, when you’re safe, pay it forward. Good luck.” 

Julia nodded and hurried to the door, her sneakers squeaking on the polished wood. The bell jangled as she slipped out. Emory heaved a sigh. A witch’s work was never done. 
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Over the years, Deepwood had become a destination for antique shoppers as Main Street turned into what many referred to as “antiques row.” Weekends, the town was packed with visitors from the big city, hunting for good deals. These days, there were fewer antique shops and more cafes and coffee shops, not to mention plenty of pot shops. It was the perfect place for a store that sold herbs and spices, and tinctures and magical potions masquerading as ordinary skin care products.

Some of the items Emory carried, she made herself, bespelling them in her kitchen. Others were made by local witches and imbued with their powers. Still others were brought in from mundane manufacturers and left as-is or touched with a bit of spellwork in her back room. Most of the stuff for sale had only the merest touch of magic. The truly strong stuff was kept under lock and key, away from the general public. Only special customers got those.

“Hottie alert.”

Lene beckoned wildly at the shop window. Emory’s breath caught at the sight of the man getting out of a black jeep. “Holy moly.”

“I know, right?” Lene was trying to hide behind the display of herbal teas, but her ample backside, clad in faded blue jeans, stuck out like the proverbial sore thumb. Emory probably would have laughed if her attention hadn’t been on the gorgeous man outside.

He was tall, at least six feet but probably more, with one of those perfectly sculpted bodies that put Michelangelo’s David to shame. Silky smooth skin the color of rich brown clay made her hands itch to stroke it, even from a distance. He turned his back to the shop to put money in the parking meter, and she bit her lip so hard, it nearly split open. He had a backside you could bounce a quarter off. 

Forget that. You could bounce a freaking fifty-cent piece off that butt. She zinged with instant attraction to a stranger. Goddess above, she was in trouble. 

“Would you get away from the window?” she hissed, as though the guy outside might hear. “He might see you, plus you look like an idiot.”

“I’m waiting for him to turn around,” Lene snapped back, tucking a blonde curl behind her ear. Her pale skin had a suspicious shimmer to it Emory hadn’t noticed earlier. No doubt she’d been sampling Veronique’s glitter lotions again. “I want to get a good look at his face and see if it matches the rest of him.”

Emory rolled her eyes. “Bet it doesn’t.” Just because he had a nice backside didn’t mean he had a nice face. Or personality. She’d had plenty of awful dates in her lifetime that bore that out.

Like the time she’d gone out with a fairy halfling. He’d spent the entire time flirting with the waitress. Or the djinn who’d snuck out after ordering every expensive entrée on the meal and left her to pay for it all. Both of them had been exceedingly handsome. At least on the outside.

The hottie suddenly turned around, catching Lene gaping at him through the window. She gave him a little finger wave, which he good-naturedly returned, along with a wry smile loaded with dimples. Points to him. Either he was used to having crazy women stare at him from shop windows, or he was just a good sport. One thing was for certain: , his face definitely matched the rest of him. She was pretty sure you could cut rock with those cheekbones, and the thick lashes framing slightly almond-shaped bedroom eyes the color of rich umber would make any woman weep with envy.

As he disappeared from view, Lene let out a squeal. “Ohmylanta! He’s going next door.”

“I guess another one bites the dust,” Emory said. Ignoring the pang of disappointment, she turned her attention back to the inventory sheet. The soy candles and black cohosh were not going to count themselves.

“What do you mean?” Lene was still staring out the window as if trying to catch the very last glimpse of the hottie.

“You know what’s next door.”

“Veri’s shop, Dangerous Curves,” she answered immediately. “So?”

“Only married men or men with girlfriends go there.”

“Don’t be silly. He could be single. You don’t know. Maybe he’s shopping for his mother. Or his sister.”

“Now who’s being silly?” She laughed. “Men do not buy gifts for their relatives at Dangerous Curves.” Unless they wanted to give those relatives heart attacks. “Veri would be the first to tell you that.” 

“I’m going to wait until he comes out, then I’ll go ask Veronique.”

“You do that. In the meantime, don’t you have your own shop to run.”

“Aye, Captain. That I do.” Lene gave her a snappy salute and marched out the door to her bookstore. 

Emory stared out the window for a minute, her mind wandering. Six months ago, Veronique Laveau had shown up out of nowhere and opened Dangerous Curves next to Emory’s herb shop. It had changed her life.

At first, she’d worried a plus-sized lingerie shop might be bad for business. In her admittedly meager experience, such places, while few and far between, were usually tacky, trashy, and full of cheap panties and ill-fitting bras. Not Dangerous Curves. Veronique believed women of all sizes had the right to wear beautiful things that fit properly and gave the right amount of support. Her sexy, slinky undergarments found their way into Emory’s lingerie drawer at an alarming rate. Despite the damage to her bank account, and having no one to show them off to, Emory firmly believed they were worth every penny. It was amazing what a pair of gorgeous, matching, perfectly fitting underthings could do for a woman’s confidence. 

But it wasn’t just Emory’s underwear drawer Veronique changed. It was her business and her magic.

When Emory’s aunt, Lily, announced plans to retire and move to Colorado, Emory jumped at the chance to buy Healing Herbs. People warned against it. Such shops were failing right and left, thanks to the rise of internet shopping, especially those in small towns, but she was determined. She’d loved the place since her aunt opened it twenty years ago, and her best friend, Lene, lived in Deepwood and owned the bookstore next door. What better job for a natural born witch with a talent for crafting spells than running an herb shop?

So she’d sold her condo in Seattle and bought a crumbling Victorian near the shop, sight unseen. She’d packed her belongings, rented a U-Haul, loaded Fred in the car, and moved south.

The naysayers were proved right. The shop had struggled, limping along for a year despite every effort, every spell, and her endless smudging. But she had refused to give up. And then came Veri Laveau and Dangerous Curves. 

Emory would be the first to admit she’d been worried people wouldn’t come into an herbal shop that was next to a lingerie shop, and at first it seemed her fears were well founded. Veronique’s customers weren’t interested in the herb shop, and many of Emory’s customers started giving her shop a wide berth, as if fat was contagious.

Then Veri suggested the most brilliant thing: a love magic window display. Emory might be a natural witch, but she knew nothing about love magic. That didn’t seem to matter. She was immediately inundated with women from Veronique’s shop, begging for romantic advice, looking for herbal tinctures to attract soul mates, and buying out the entire section of books on herbal remedies to improve your sex life. For the first time in years, Healing Herbs was in the black, and Emory saw a future for the little shop. 

If that weren’t enough, it had been Veronique who’d convinced Lene and Emory to start a circle with her. A coven of natural born witches. Despite Emory’s love for Healing Herbs, and all things mystical and magical, she’d never thought to seek out other witches besides her best friend. She hadn’t even known Veronique was a witch until she invited Emory and Lene to form a coven with her. The three of them got together regularly for rituals and fun. While a coven was best with at least four, the three of them muddled along fine. Emory’s life had never been so rich or full. The only thing she didn’t have was a man, and frankly she was okay with that.

Mr. Hottie suddenly reappeared. Emory got a good view of that amazing backside before he jumped in his jeep and took off. Maybe she wouldn’t mind having a man in her life, after all. Not if he looked like that.

Fred poked his head out of his box in the birdcage and glared at her. 

“Yes, I know. I already have a man in my life. I promise not to replace you.”

He wiggled his nose in satisfaction and disappeared back inside. 

She sighed. Gorgeous men, like the one who’d gone into Veri’s shop, did not date plus-sized women like her. Still, it was fun to think about. 

Lene popped her in the door. “Is he gone?”

“Yup.” Unfortunately. He’d been some serious eye candy.

“Good. I’m going to talk to Veronique.” She was out the door before Emory could blink.

She returned to the inventory sheet. She was low on rue and oil of angelica, and the soulmate herbal blend she’d whipped up last week was gone, along with all the copies of Improving Your Sex Life Through Herbal Remedies. She’d already reordered the book, and new copies would be in tomorrow. Who knew that thing would be so popular? It wasn’t like it had a terribly titillating title.

She pulled up the order form on her laptop and added angelica and rue, and doubled the order for red candles. After a moment’s thought, she tripled the order for tea tins. At the rate her soulmate blend was flying off the shelves, she’d have to start making batches twice a week.

The bell above the door jangled, and a girl drowning in the world’s largest black hoodie came in. A single lock of nearly black hair escaped. To say she looked equal parts sad and militant would be the understatement of the century.

Fred popped out of his box again, chittering excitedly, nose wiggling, eyes fixed on the newcomer. For a nocturnal creature, he sure was feisty today.  

“Welcome to Healing Herbs.” Emory kept her voice light and non-invasive. The poor thing looked like she might bolt any minute. “Can I help you find something?”

The girl, who couldn’t have been much older than eighteen, fidgeted, not moving from the doorway as she shifted from foot to foot and stared at Fred. Arms crossed, she tilted her head, and long, lank locks of hair fell forward to cover her face. Shyness, maybe? 

The girl’s aura was muddy blues, greens, and reds, which indicated insecurity, fear of the future, blame, and anger. Nothing Emory couldn’t see just by looking at her physical being. The dark, muddy gray overlaying it all concerned her though. It meant the young woman was holding onto things, and that could result in long-term health problems. This woman needed help. Problem was, would she accept help? Was it even Emory’s place to give it?

Even more interesting was the faint shimmer to her aura that spoke of one thing: witchblood.

Auras came in every color of the rainbow.  Each color and combination spoke to different parts of a person’s personality or psyche. The only auras that shimmered were those of natural born witches, like herself, Lene, and Veri.

“Never mind,” the girl said finally, thrusting her chin out. There was the fighter Emory had suspected lurked beneath. “I think I’m in the wrong place.”

She wasn’t. Emory sensed she’d meant to come into the shop, but now she was freaked out and ready to run. So she did the one thing that came to mind. “No worries. It happens all the time.” It didn’t. The people who came to Healing Herbs needed to be there for one reason or another. “Before you go, would you like to sit and have a cup of tea?”

“Nah, I don’t like tea.” But she didn’t leave. She fidgeted, shifting back and forth, gaze darting nervously from Emory to the door.

“I’ve got cookies.” 

That did it. “Um, okay. Whatever.”

Emory busied herself with the electric kettle and delicate china she kept behind the front desk. If you were going to drink tea, you should do it from a proper cup. Mugs were for coffee. 

Fred had returned to his box, satisfied Emory was taking proper care of their guest.

Emory kept up a light chatter as she poured her special blend into two cups. This one wasn’t for finding soulmates. It was for the soothing of one’s soul and finding truth. “Such nice weather we’ve been having, don’t you think?”

“I guess.” The girl huddled deeper into the hoodie. Emory was starting to think she had the air conditioning on too high, what with people running around in heavy coats and whatnot.

As she poured hot water over the tea leaves, she whispered a subtle incantation for relaxation and a feeling of safety. Couldn’t hurt. “I love this time of year. It warms up, things are blooming. It’s a good time for new beginnings, don’t you think?” She glanced over her shoulder.

The girl gave her a look that clearly said she thought Emory was crazy. “Um, sure.” Her tone was more “whatever, lady.”

“This way.” She carried the teacups over to the small alcove. The comfy, overstuffed chairs were about as relaxing as it got. She set the cups down on the coffee table and sank into a chair, waving her visitor to the other. “Take a load off.”

The girl plopped inelegantly into the chair opposite Emory, knees splayed, booted feet practically kicking the coffee table. But her fingers twisted nervously in her lap, giving her away. She leaned forward suddenly, crabbed a cookie off the delicate pink and yellow china plate, and crammed it in her mouth.

Despite the dark hair hanging over half her face, and the too-big hoodie hiding her figure, not to mention the crumbs scattered down her front, Emory could tell she was a naturally pretty girl with the potential to be downright beautiful. Curvy like Emory, Veri, and Lene. Emory wondered if she shopped at Dangerous Curves. Somehow she doubted it. She couldn’t see this girl having an interest in wearing a red lace bra set. But one never knew. People could be surprising.

She picked up her tea, the delicate scent of elder flower, rose hips, and chamomile teasing her nose. The first sip was always the best. She sighed, enjoying the feel of the warm liquid sliding down her throat. Her visitor sipped her own tea, and almost immediately there was a visible change. She relaxed and stopped fidgeting.

“Isn’t that better?”

The girl shrugged and took another sip. “It’s okay.” She seemed to remember something. “Thank you.” But it wasn’t exactly heartfelt.

“Thank you for taking the time to share it with me.” Emory gave her a broad smile, which the girl returned. “My name is Emory Chastain. What’s yours?” Again, she kept her tone light, unobtrusive. No pressure here.

The girl thought it over. “Mia.” 

“It’s nice to meet you, Mia. Why don’t you tell me why you came in today?”

Mia cleared her throat. “It’s about a dead body.”
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Chapter 3
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Noah Laveau ignored the buxom blonde leering at him through the window of the herbal shop next to Veri’s. As long as he’d been around, and that was more years than he cared to remember, he’d gotten lots of women’s stares. Men’s, too, if he were honest. And buxom blondes weren’t really his type.

Something stirred behind the blonde, and he caught a flash of pale skin and wild, strawberry curls. He very nearly stumbled to a halt. Only years of practice kept him moving in the right direction. Curvaceous redheads with skin like moonlight, on the other hand, were very much his type.. 

Pushing open the door to Dangerous Curves, Noah was met with a rush of cool air perfumed with cinnamon and roses, his cousin Veronique’s signature scent. She claimed it aroused carnal senses and encouraged her customers to buy more of her frothy fripperies. 

Racks upon racks of brightly colored silks, satins, and chiffons crowded the small but elegant space. Raspberry-and-cream striped curtains marked the fitting area, and matching chairs stood at elegant angles nearby for bored husbands or long-suffering best friends. How any straight man could be bored in a place like this was beyond Noah’s imagining. It was the sort of place where fantasies came true.

A middle-aged woman with dark hair just going gray gawped at him, her arms filled with bras in every color, which she clutched to her chest like a lifeline. 

He nodded to her. “Ma’am.”

Looking like she might pass out, she squeaked and darted behind a curtain. He sighed. He was used to that reaction, too. Somebody had once told him he should be a model. Noah would rather French-kiss a Zagan demon, acid spit and all.

“Noah!”

Speak of the devil. Veronique rushed across the shop. Well, more like sashayed. Veronique Laveau did not rush anywhere for anything. She strode with purpose and attitude. She gave him a warm hug. Her brown eyes, flecked with molten gold, danced with joy.

“Are you on leave? When did you get here?” The words rushed out, tumbling over each other. Noah smiled for the first time in a very long while. Of all his many cousins, she was by far his favorite. 

He chucked her under the chin. “I’m out, kid.” She may be a grown woman, but she was still his baby cousin.

“Out of the Army?” Her eyes widened. “For good? No more trips to Iraq or wherever?”

He tried to smile, but his mouth wouldn’t cooperate. “Afghanistan. Nope. I’m done. Thought I’d swing by for a visit. Catch up.”

She eyed him shrewdly. It was hard to pull the wool over Veri’s eyes. “But you love the Army.”

He shrugged, oozing casual. “Sure, but it was time. I’ve done my part. More than my part.” He’d served in not just one, but two desert wars. “Time to move on to the next thing.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits. She wasn’t buying it. He’d been afraid of that. 

“What’s going on, Noah?”

“Can’t I visit my cousin without getting grilled?” He kept his tone much lighter than he felt.

“Sure.” She crossed her arms over her ample chest and tapped one stiletto-shod foot. It made no sound on the plush gray carpet, but Noah could have sworn he felt it in his gut. “If that’s really why you’re here.”

“Why else would I be here?”

She snorted and strode back to the register. “Oh, I can’t imagine.”

He followed her, oddly feeling like a chastised little boy. Her mother had always had the same effect on him. All the Laveau women did. Fierce was an understatement. “Everything’s fine, Veri. I’m just here for a visit. That’s all.”

“How long?”

“A week, maybe two.”

She sighed. “Fine. You don’t want to tell me the truth, I get it. I’m hurt, but I get it.” She wasn’t pouting exactly, but it was close. Her full lower lip gave an exaggerated quiver. “Wait here.” She rustled in the cupboard behind her, then placed a key in his palm. “That’s my spare house key.”

“Alarm code?”

She smirked. “No alarm.”

“Veri—” How many times had he told her to get an alarm?

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Noah. I put up wards. Heckuva lot better than any old alarm system. And don’t worry. I made sure you’re excluded from the ‘thou shalt not pass’ list.”

“Gee, thanks,” he said wryly.

“Anytime. Make yourself at home. Beer in the fridge.”

He grinned. “You’re too good to me.”

“I know. And Noah?”

“What?”

“Don’t do anything stupid.”

He gave her an innocent look. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She snorted and turned her back on him, but Noah wasn’t fooled any more than he’d fooled her. That was the problem with family. They always had your back. Even when you didn’t want them to.

––––––––
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“EXCUSE ME?” EMORY BLINKED at Mia over the rim of her cup. Even the delicate aromas of honey and jasmine weren’t enough to kill the shock. “Did you say ‘dead body’?”

Mia rubbed her forehead as if she were in pain. For the first time, she looked more like the vulnerable teen Emory believed she was than the kid with a chip on her shoulder. “Do you believe in...” She hesitated. “Do you believe in visions?” It came out in a rush.

“I believe there are more things in this world than we can explain,” Emory said carefully. Just how much does this girl know? And can she be trusted? If she’d grown up in Deepwood, she probably knew a lot, but she’d never seen Mia before.

“That didn’t answer my question,” Mia said, shooting her a belligerent glare.

“Okay then.” Emory took a sip of her tea. It had an immediate calming effect.. She glanced over at Fred, whose fuzzy butt was pointed straight at her. “I do. Why?”

“I’ve been having them lately. All the time.”

“What do you see?”

She glanced around. “This shop.” She eyed Emory. “You.”

“And a dead body?”

“Yes.”

Oh goodie. Just what she needed. Dead bodies popping up willy-nilly. “Do you know who it is? Or where the body is?”

Mia shrugged with an air of bravado. “I don’t know who. I never see the face. But it’s here in this shop. With you.”

“Excuse me?” She knew she sounded like a broken record, but she felt foggy, as if her mind had been wrapped in cotton. She wasn’t a truthwalker, so she had no idea if Mia was crazy, lying, or had seen a vision. She wasn’t a mistwalker either, so she couldn’t offer to walk Mia’s thoughts and see them for herself. Unless Mia had a spell placed on her, Emory didn’t see how she could be of any help.

“It’s just what I see,” Mia snarled around another mouthful of cookie.

“Okay,” Emory said slowly, trying to decide how to handle the situation. She’d had a lot of weird situations thrown at her, but this took the cake. “Well, as you can see, there aren’t any dead bodies here.”

They glanced around the empty shop. Nothing to see but herbs and spices, candles and tinctures, and the odd stack of books. She glanced out the window and across the street to Pink Lady Donuts, suddenly craving cake—although donuts would do. She bet Virgil didn’t have to deal with this sort of thing. A cranky customer when he ran out of maple bars, maybe, but certainly not dead bodies and spooky visions.

Mia shrugged again. “Whatever.”

“Have you, ah, told your parents about these visions?”

“Don’t have any.” Mia had become even more sullen, if that were possible.

Interesting. Emory glanced out the window again. Had Mia’s parents been witches who died before passing on their knowledge to their daughter? This definitely required further investigation.

“Are you... did you grown up here? In Deepwood?”

“Nah. Moved here after I turned eighteen. Dunno why.” She frowned and grabbed another cookie. “It just... it looked nice.”

So she’d been drawn here, probably by her magic. She may not know about witches. Emory fidgeted, wondering how much to say.

A man stumbled into view in front of Healing Herbs. She and Mia started, and Fred dashed wildly back and forth in his cage. Mia actually sloshed tea on her jeans, hissing as the hot liquid soaked through to her skin. The man staggered to the shop door, and they winced as the bell jangled harshly. 

The man paused inside the doorway, clutching his throat. He zeroed in on Emory and took a couple of awkward steps, his hand stretched out toward her. The door banged shut behind him, and Emory jumped about a foot.

“Cure,” he grated, sounding half strangled.

Snapping out of her shock, she set her cup down, got up, and hurried toward him. “Sir, what’s wrong?”

He swayed toward her and grabbed her upper arms so hard, she knew he’d leave a mark. He gave her a shake that sent them both crashing into one of the displays. Bars of soap and tins of tea scattered across the floor. Glass shattered, shards flying. One hit her cheek, slicing deep. Warm blood spilled down her face.

Mia let out a cry and clutched her hand. Bright red seeped through the girl’s fingers. 

“Go sit down,” Emory ordered her. “Apply pressure to the cut and keep it elevated above your heart. I’ll be with you as quick as I can.” She turned back to the man.

His knees gave out, and he crashed to the floor. She flinched as he hit the floorboards hard. “Cure.” His fingers tightened until her arm turned numb. 

“A cure for what? Have you been poisoned? Mia,” she shouted to the girl, who’d managed to stumble back to the alcove. Blood still seeped from the cut on her hand. “Never mind.” She fished around in her pocket, finally locating her phone, intent on dialing 911.

The man squeezed her arm. “No. Magic.” 

Leaning forward, she smelled something on him. Like a cologne, but more insidious and unpleasant. She sniffed. He reeked of spellwork. Something bad.

She slid the phone back in her pocket. “What kind of magic? Who did this?”

The man stared up at her. “Too late.”

“I’m sorry.”

His eyes were already glazing over. 

Mia appeared beside her. “This is it,” she whispered, face white.

Emory frowned. “What?”

“I told you. This is what I saw in my vision.”

Emory guessed that answered her question. Mia wasn’t lying, and she wasn’t crazy. She now had a dead body on her hands, and the stink of magic was all over it.

The shop was a wreck, and both she and Mia bore the marks of an attack. With her luck, the police would immediately suspect one or both of them had something to do with the man’s death, so she did the only thing she could. She called Edwina.

Edwina Gale was the owner of Norma’s Diner, located a few blocks away. She was also a witch, although not natural born like Emory. She’d come to it later in life, after serving in the military and finding her way to Deepwood, as many of their kind eventually did.

“Emory, my dear, so lovely to hear from you,” she said. “Did you hear about the Edwardian Grande Feast next month? I think it will be a marvelous experience. You really should come. I have the perfect gown picked out.” Edwina was a fan of historical costuming and events. It was how they’d met.

“I’ll try, but Edwina, that’s not why I called.” Her hand was shaking. Mia stared at her from the alcove, her expression a hollow mask. Not a great way to be introduced to the world of magic.

“Something has happened.” Edwina’s tone was matter-of-fact. She was not a person given to dramatics or hysterics.

Emory cleared her throat. “You could say that.” She gave Edwina a rundown on the death of the man, leaving out the part about Mia and her vision. She wasn’t ready to share that with anyone but her coven. “He reeks of magic, Edy. I’m pretty sure there’s some kind of spell involved.”

“Which is why he came to you, no doubt.”

“Definitely. He kept asking for a cure, but it was too late.”

Edwina sighed. “Pity.”

“What do I do? Should I call the cops?”

Technically, the Deepwood Police knew about things magical. They were used to dealing with things like invisibility spells combined with peeping-toms or one witch stealing moonflowers from another witch’s garden. Petty crimes were dealt with easily enough by the mundane officers. But murder by magical means? She wasn’t sure they would know what to do with that.

“If I tell them a spell killed him, they either won’t believe me, or they’ll think I had something to do with it.” They’d probably lock her up and throw away the key, a situation her kind was far too familiar with.

“We don’t yet know if it was the spell that killed him,” Edwina reminded her. “But you’re right. Getting the police involved could get sticky. Nathan is a good man,” she said, referring to the police chief, “but he doesn’t know diddly about magic. I will be there shortly.”

Emory wasn’t sure what Edwina could do about it, but everyone knew the woman had skills beyond those of mere mortals. “What should I do in the meantime?”

“Forget what they say on TV about not touching anything. Get that body out of sight.”

“Got it. Thanks, Edy.”

“Don’t mention it. No, really. Don’t.” She hung up.

Emory hurried over to the door, locking it tight before flipping the closed sign. Lene had the spare key, so she’d be able to get in, but possible witnesses would be kept at bay. She glanced at Mia, whose wound still needed tending. Now what? She couldn’t move the man on her own, and Mia was out of commission.

A light bulb went off. “Stay here,” she ordered.

“Not like I could leave. You locked the damn door.”

Emory narrowed her gaze. “Language.”

“Seriously? There’s a dead guy on the floor, your shop’s a hot mess, I’m bleeding to death, and you’re worried about my language?”

Emory rolled her eyes. “You are not bleeding to death. I’ll be right back.”

She half jogged through the storeroom in back to the small room where she did some of her best spellwork. It was the size of a typical small bedroom, about eight feet by ten. The walls had been painted purple, the floor and ceiling black. A small alcove on the back wall housed her altar. A metal curio cabinet next to it was jammed with her spellwork accoutrements. 

On the floor were several thick, Persian rugs. Her grandfather had collected them over many years. No doubt they were worth something now, but Emory kept them out of love and memory, and because they were cool. 

Quickly rolling one up, she hoisted it to her shoulder. Staggering under its weight, she hauled it out front and dumped it on the floor next to the body. She unrolled it and then squatted next to the dead man. A bit of huffing, puffing, shoving, and rolling, and she had him on the carpet. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the corners of the rug and dragged it, and the body, across the smooth floor to the back room. Thank the Goddess for wood floors.

Mia followed, still clutching her injured hand tightly to her chest. “Aren’t we supposed to call the cops? Not touch anything?”

“Do you want me to call the cops?” Emory demanded, wiping sweat off her brow. 

“No,” Mia squeaked, eyes wide.

“All right then. Let’s see to your hand.” She fetched the old sewing basket. It sure was getting a lot of use today.

She quickly and efficiently cleaned and bandaged Mia’s wound. Fortunately, it was shallow and didn’t need stitches. Emory added an herbal salve she’d made herself. She’d imbued it with a quick healing spell. Mia would be fine in no time. 

“You better clean up, too,” Mia pointed out wryly. “Unless you want a bunch of stupid questions.”

Emory touched her cheek. “Good point.” She went to the small bathroom. A glance in the mirror told her the police would have definitely been suspicious. Blood had dried on her face, bruises were blooming on her arm from that morning, and her hair was a hot mess. She washed up, applied a bit of salve, and smoothed her hair. Good enough. Returning to the storeroom, Emory knelt beside the dead man and started going through his pockets.

“What are you doing?” Mia asked, horrified. She’d probably seen one too many episodes of CSI.

“Trying to find out who he is. That may help us figure out what happened to him.”

“Oh.” Her voice was faint.

“Why don’t you go and have more tea?” Emory suggested gently.

Mia gave the corpse a last, frightened look and disappeared out front. Emory hoped she wouldn’t take off, but there wasn’t time to worry about that now. She was pretty sure Mia wouldn’t call the police, and that was the important thing.

Emory found a wallet in his left pocket. Inside were credit cards, some cash, and his driver’s license. His name was Gary Poe, and he was forty-seven years old. His address was in Moreland, one town over. There was a business card with his name on it. Apparently, he’d been an accountant at a firm a few blocks away from Healing Herbs. Probably he’d started having problems at work, realized they were magical in origin, and come over for help. 

She’d never seen him before. How had he known what she was or that she could help? Was he a supernatural? It was possible, though she saw no signs. That didn’t mean anything, of course. There were many people in the world with witchblood, whether they knew it or not. There were also quite a few with fairy blood, as well. He could even be a shifter of some kind, though Emory doubted it. A shifter likely wouldn’t succumb to a spell quite so dramatically. Then again she had no idea what kind of spell had been put on Mr. Poe. 

Emory poked her head out to check on Mia. She was curled up in a chair, a death grip on one of the teacups. The cookie plate was empty. Wonder of wonders, Fred was curled up on her lap, and she was stroking his fur like he was a cat.

It was useless to wonder how Fred got out of his cage. He pretty much did what he wanted. What was surprising was that he was letting a stranger hold him. He didn’t take to other people much.

She stepped into the store, closing the door behind her. “Hey, Mia.” The girl started violently, and Emory held up a hand to placate her as she sank into the other chair. “Why don’t you tell me about your vision again? All the details. Don’t leave anything out. How did it start?”

Mia set down her cup, all traces of belligerence gone. “I had the first one last week.”

“There’s been more than one?” That was a terrifying thought.

“Yes.” Her expression was tight, the skin around her mouth and nose pinched. It looked like the dark circles under her eyes had been there a while. “There have been three, each one exactly the same. I see this shop and you and that man.” She waved at the storeroom. “I see him speak to you, then he falls over dead. That’s it.” She returned to petting Fred, who’d cuddled into her armpit.

“Nothing else? You don’t hear anything?”

“No. Just see it.” She closed her eyes as if that might drive away the sight of the body on the shop floor. She opened them, giving Emory a shrewd look. “You’re a witch, aren’t you?”

She decided the truth would serve her best. “I am. How did you know?”

Mia rolled her eyes in the way of teenagers worldwide. “It’s obvious. This town is positively stuffed with them.”

So she knew the town’s secret. “Are you a witch?”

Mia shrugged. “Maybe. My mom was a little weird.”

Was. So the girl’s mother was dead or gone. But what about her father? Before Emory could say anything else, the lock rattled, the door crashed open, and Lene stormed in. Her face was flushed. Fred startled, bounced out of Mia’s lap, and scurried back to his cage. 

“Okay,” Lene said to the room at large. “Where’s the dead body?”
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Chapter 4
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Emory was certain Mia was on the verge of bolting. She patted the girl’s arm in a desperate attempt at reassurance. “That’s just my friend, Lene. She owns the bookstore next door. She’s kind of a lot, but you get used to it.”

Lene’s eyes narrowed, and her hot pink painted lips turned down. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Listen, we’ve got a situation on our hands,” Emory said, heading her off. 

“I can sense that.” Lene relocked the door. “Dead body?”

Lene wasn’t just any witch. She was a deathwalker, a type of witch nearly as rare as a spellwalker. She sensed when death was near, which meant she could find bodies people didn’t want found. Sometimes she knew when someone would die, never a fun thing. There were those who claimed a particularly powerful deathwalker could actually raise the dead ala necromancy, although that was just an old wives’ tale as far as anyone knew. Lene had certainly never done it.

Emory pulled Lene aside and gave her a quick rundown of Gary Poe’s sudden demise. “Edwina is coming.”

“Good. Maybe she can do something. Last thing we need are the cops poking around. Especially with you looking like that.”

“Gee, thanks.” Emory touched the bandage on her cheek.

“You’re welcome. What about her?” Lene jerked her head in Mia’s direction.

“She had a vision.”

“Seriously?”

“Yup. She saw the guy die in my shop. Not just once but three times. In visions, I mean. He only died once.”

Lene squinted, giving Mia the once-over. “Witchblood?”

Emory shrugged. “Maybe. Probably.” Now was not the time to try and figure that out. “Whatever she is, she’s freaked out. We need her calm and cooperative. Maybe she saw something in her visions than can help us find out who killed Gary Poe.”

“And we don’t want to lose track of a possibly powerful witch,” Lene said with an arch look.

She had that right. Although witchblood wasn’t rare, a true natural born witch was, especially powerful ones like Lene, Emory, and Veri. If Mia was a witch, she was probably a strong one, and they needed to find out where her alliances lay. Powerful witches running amok were never a good idea, even in a town like Deepwood.

“I’ll clean up while we wait,” Lene said. “You find out as much as you can about the girl.” 

Emory returned to the alcove while Lene righted the fallen table and piled soap on it. Someone pounded on the door. All three of them looked up. Emory peered through the glass and saw umber eyes staring at her. In front of him stood Veri.

“Holy Hades, it’s the hottie,” Emory gasped. “Where’d he come from?”

“He’s Veri’s cousin,” Lene said smugly. “He was in the army and just got back from Afghanistan. He’s staying with her for a while. When I sensed the dead body, she called him.”

Emory had no idea why Veri would do that. Just because he was a soldier didn’t mean he knew a darn thing about hiding dead bodies. How the heck were they going to explain this? “Fabulous.” She unlocked the door. “We’re going to have half of Deepwood in here.”

Veri sashayed in first with a swish of her vintage tangerine skirts, coolly scanning the store. Her white strappy heels clicked loudly on the hardwood floor as she skirted bits of glass. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” Emory played dumb.

“The body, of course. Lene said there was one here. I brought Noah to help.”

So that’s his name. Emory tried to pretend indifference. And Goddess, is it a sexy one. Dark eyes fastened on her, and she felt his gaze all the way to her bones. 

She cleared her throat. “Noah, hello. Welcome to Healing Herbs. I’m Emory Chastain, the owner.” It sounded weird, in the midst of a crisis, to introduce herself like she was at a tea party, but she had no idea what else to do. Why did Veri think he could help? Emory held out her hand, and he took it. The moment their fingers touched, it was like fireworks going off behind her eyelids.

She jerked her hand away, suddenly breathless. “It’s, ah, nice to meet you,” she finally managed.

“You, as well,” he said, watching her carefully. 

His voice was a low, gravelly rumble that intensified whatever crazy thing was going on with her. It felt like sparks were skipping off her fingertips, so she tucked her hands behind her back. “I’m not sure how you can help—”

“Don’t worry. This isn’t my first dead body.”

Noah had just kicked up his feet in front of Veri’s TV, a frosty beer in one hand and the remote in the other, when his cell phone buzzed. With a groan of annoyance, he snagged it off the end table. “What?”

“I need your help.” It was Veri. She sounded a little freaked out.

“What happened?”

“My friend, Lene, is here,” Veri said. “Lene is a deathwalker.”

His blood ran cold. A witch who could sense death. Sometimes impending, sometimes fait accompli. He’d had no idea Veri knew anyone that powerful, although he shouldn’t have been surprised. Like to like. “And?”

“There’s a dead body next door,” she blurted. “Emory’s over there alone. I’m afraid.”

“Where are you?” He was already up and getting his boots back on. He gave the beer a longing glance. It would have to wait.

“My shop, but I’m headed to Emory’s. It’s the herbal place.”

“On my way.”

“Hurry.”

The drive to the herb shop was a tense one. His knuckles were white on the steering wheel. Scenarios ran through his head, none of them good. If someone hurt Veri, well, he would hunt down whoever it was and make sure he or she never hurt another soul.

He pulled up at Veri’s shop with a screech of tires and jumped out almost before the engine shut off. She was standing outside the herb shop waiting for him. Impatience strummed through even line of her body. They entered the shop together.

He spotted the buxom blonde from earlier, and next to her was the luscious redhead he’d seen in the shop window. She was stunning, one of the most beautiful women he’d seen in a long time. She gazed at him with big, blue eyes, and he could have sworn his heart stopped beating before it kicked in again so hard, he heard it throbbing in his ears.

Through the buzzing in his head, he heard Veri introduce him. The redhead said something and held out her hand, which he took. The buzzing intensified, and he was suddenly short of breath. The redhead said something else, but he couldn’t seem to focus on her words. 

He blurted out the first thing that came into his head. “Don’t worry. This isn’t my first dead body.”
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Chapter 5
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Emory stared at the man still holding her hand. She wouldn’t say the world faded away or anything equally corny, but she definitely had little interest in anything but Noah in that precise moment. He appeared to be similarly affected. What the heck is going on? Finally he released her hand, and it was like she could breathe again. 

“N-not your first?” she stammered, feeling like an idiot. How many dead bodies has he seen? He’d been at war, so probably a lot.

“Not at all.” He gave her a smile that made her feel flushed all over. “How can I help?” 

She licked her lips, throat suddenly dry. “No need. Edwina’s coming.” Immediately she felt like slapping herself. Why had she said that? Why? Why couldn’t she just flutter her eyelashes and accept his help like a normal person? Goddess, why was she suddenly so hopeless at this flirting business? Although flirting while stashing a corpse in your storeroom was probably a bad idea anyway.

“Edwina’s coming?” Veri frowned. 

“Do you mean Edwina Gale?” Noah asked. “The woman who runs the diner?”

“Yes and yes. Why?” Emory asked. Veri shrugged as if it were no big deal, so Emory turned to Noah. “Do you know her?”

“She makes good pie. But what’s she got to do with this dead guy? Why not call the cops?”

“Edwina has a special set of skills, up to and including black belts in half a dozen different martial arts. Believe me, in this instance, she’s better than the police,” Veri said.

“Until Ms. Gale gets here, why don’t you let me take a look at the body,” Noah prompted.

“Fine.” Emory didn’t see what it could hurt. There’d already been a parade of people in her shop who knew about it. She led him to the back room and opened the door. Nobody followed them, not even Veri.

Noah stared n at the prone corpse of Gary Poe. Poor man. Emory felt sorry for him. Poe, not Noah. Her feelings about Noah were something else entirely, but she was trying to ignore those at the moment.

“How did it happen?”

She hugged herself. Was the storeroom cooler than usual? “I was having tea with Mia when he stumbled into the store.” She gave him a quick rundown, leaving out the part where Mia was having visions of Poe’s death.

He frowned, eyeballing the corpse. “Poison?”

She shook her head. How much did he know about the supernatural? What was safe to tell him? “You—ah—how much do you know about Veri?”

“If you’re asking about the witch thing, don’t worry. I know just about everything there is to know.” He gave her a long look. “Including the fact that she’s in your coven and Deepwood is basically witch central. So go ahead. Tell me the truth. Is it poison or something else?”

“Acts like poison, but I’m pretty sure it was a spell of some kind. I haven’t walked it yet, so I can’t be sure.”

“Walked it? You’re a spellwalker?” 

He knows about spellwalkers?

Emory swallowed. Goddess, she had a big mouth. Why had she just blurted that out? Spellwalkers were rare and not exactly welcome in most supernatural circles. In fact, at one point they’d been hunted nearly to extinction, and that was before the witch hunts history had made them infamous. 

Noah slid a glance in her direction. His face was completely blank, but there was something in his eyes that made her heart flutter. “I will not betray you, Emory. Any more than I would betray my own blood.”

Veri, of course. “Fine. Yes, I’m a spellwalker.” She smiled grimly and muttered the words social media had recently made famous, the words originally written by her grandmother. “I am the daughter of the ones you didn’t burn.”

He gave her a long look. “A scan will definitely be useful if he was ensorcelled, as you believe.”

Ensorcelled. Now there was a term she hadn’t heard in a while. She heard murmuring from the front room, followed by the thud of heavy boots. “Edy’s here.”

Noah didn’t move, didn’t so much as bat a smoky eyelash, when Edwina Gale appeared in the doorway. She was an Amazon of a woman, at least six feet tall with the shoulders of a linebacker and built of solid muscle. Her hair, once a rich dark brown, was now streaked with iron gray and tied back in a thick braid. Her gray eyes were bright and intelligent. At sixty-something, she had more strength and energy than Emory had at thirty.

“Heard you have a problem needs seeing to,” Edwina said, propping her fists on wide hips. She wore a mint green cotton diner uniform straight out of the ’60s, and her feet were shod in shiny purple Doc Martens. 

Emory pointed at the body. “You could say that.”

Edwina turned to Noah, giving him a once-over. “And you are?”

“Noah Laveau. I’m Veronique’s cousin.”

Edy snorted and ignored his outstretched hand to squat next to Gary Poe. “Sure, you are.” She braced an arm on one knee. “I can disappear him, no worries.” She stood.

“Shouldn’t we investigate or something?” Emory asked. “If this is a murder, it needs to be solved.”

“We don’t know it’s a murder,” Edwina pointed out. “Right now this is just a dead guy.”

“Who didn’t die by natural means,” Emory said. “We can’t turn this over to the police, so we need to find out who did this ourselves and stop them from doing it again. Maybe this man has a family. A wife and kids. We can’t just hide him and do nothing.”

Edwina crossed her arms, her eyes sharp, intense. “Okay, so we investigate, and then what? Take the law into our own hands? Mete out punishment?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But we have to do something.” Maybe they could bring the police into it then. Or maybe they could involve the Witch Council. The Council was the governing body of all magical things that went on in Deepwood. If this turned out to be a spell, they’d be interested.

“If it was murder,” Edwina pointed out. “And do we know for sure it is?”

“Spellwork killed this man.” Emory was confident about that. “I doubt a human could manage that level of magic. Could you?”

Edwina thought about it. “Doubt it. I can weave some basic wards, maybe influence someone’s behavior. I once got a coffee for free—”

“Edwina! That’s not how magic is meant to be used.”

She shrugged, completely unrepentant. “It is what it is.”

“Well, see, you’re one of the most powerful non-witchblood witches I know, so a human definitely didn’t do this.”

“But you don’t know that for sure,” Edwina pointed out.

“I will when I walk it,” Emory assured her.

“Then do it now.”

She waved a hand. “Not like this. There are too many people. Too much distraction.”

Edwina sighed. “Then I’ll clear them out so you can work your mojo.” She started toward the door, then turned to give Noah a look. It was the kind of look that made lesser men wilt.

Noah didn’t even glance Edy’s way. His eyes were on Emory. “I’m staying.”

Emory shot him a look, startled. A giddy feeling streaked through her, making her feel flushed. Well, alrighty then. 

––––––––
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WITH NOAH STANDING guard at the door, Emory carefully walked a circle around Gary Poe’s body. She didn’t bother with salt or herbs. There was nothing left inside poor Gary to get out. Ninety percent of the time, spells were attached to the victim, no one else. If it was the other 10 percent, nothing in the world was going to keep it from spilling over. The circle was more to keep outside influences from messing up her spellwork.

She sat cross-legged next to Gary and closed her eyes. She let her inner self sink into that place somewhere between being awake and in a trance. She reached it in under a minute. She’d had practice. A lot of it. Then she opened herself up to her ability, allowing it to flow through her unchecked in gentle swells, like the roll of ocean waves. She opened her eyes. 

At some point, Fred had joined her. He sat in front of her, nose wiggling, staring at Gary Poe with interest.

Above the body floated dozens of symbols. They were fading fast. She needed to inspect them before they disappeared for good. Whoever had created the spell had done a fine job of it. Not many people thought to put a dissipation spell on top of another spell. She was beginning to think Gary’s death had been no accident. 

She stood, the symbols dancing around her. She held out her hand, palm up, and one floated into place above it. She didn’t recognize it. She’d never seen anything like it in anywhere in all her studies. The second was a seven-pointed star, the symbol for magical energy. That made sense, as the spell would need a lot of energy to accomplish what it had been designed to do. The next symbol was oddly squiggly and, again, indecipherable.

The final symbol drifted into place before winking out a second later, but she’d already seen it: a large X with a small circle in the upper V of the letter. It was the symbol of death. 

She must have made a sound, because Noah took a step toward her. “What is it?” he asked.

“This was no ordinary spell. This was premeditated murder.”
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Chapter 6
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“You’re certain someone meant to kill this guy?” Edwina asked as she rolled Gary Poe up in the rug. Noah had offered to help, but she’d given him a dirty look.

Using it to move Poe’s body was one thing, but wrapping him up in it? It gave Emory the heebie-jeebies. “Hey, that’s my grandfather’s rug.” 

Edwina gave her a disgusted look. “You want I should just carry him around where everyone can see him?”

She sighed. “Good point. Roll away. To answer your question, I need to look deeper at the elements of the spell,” she admitted. “But it looks that way, yes.” She could always get the rug back later. And clean the heck out of it.

“We can’t take this out the front door,” Noah said as Edy finished wrapping the body like a macabre candy roll. “Not unless we want the cops asking uncomfortable questions. Even inside a rug, it looks like a body dump.”

“You have a back entrance?” Edwina asked Emory.

“There is, but you’d have to walk past every business on the block, plus a row of condos, to get to the street.” She wasn’t about to ask how Edwina knew about getting rid of bodies.

Edwina shook her head. “No good. We need to get it out unseen. What about the portals?”

Noah’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything, which made Emory distinctly uncomfortable. For about the twentieth time she wondered how much he knew about... everything. 

The portals were ancient, interdimensional wormholes, for lack of a better word. Magical tunnels that led from this world to others. Some led to other places or time periods in this world. Some led to other planets, some to other universes.

Shortly after they first met, Edwina had asked her about the portals. Emory had been shocked. These days not many remembered them, but Edy had found an old grimoire belonging to a portal witch at a garage sale.

Emory did not want to open the portals. It was uncomfortable and made her skin itch, but Edwina was right. There weren’t many options. Even at night, Deepwood was busy enough there was no way they could move a dead body without someone noticing. It was the portals or prison.

“Fine.” She sighed. “Where do you want to go?”

“We need to get as far away from here as possible,” Edwina said. “Somewhere remote, where no one will find the body for a thousand years. By then, no one will care if he was killed by a spell or not.”

“I’ve got a place in the bayou,” Noah spoke up. “They’ll never find it there.”

“All right. Grab the body and bring it into my spell room.” Emory led the way to the back of the storeroom.

Noah hefted Gary Poe onto his shoulder and strode past rows of shelving to the back wall. Edwina followed him. Emory swept aside the curtain hiding her spell room so they could enter.

“You don’t need to come,” she told Noah.

He ducked through the curtain. Apparently he had no intention of letting her do this on her own. Shaking her head, she followed them into the smaller room, allowing the curtain to fall closed behind her.

“Where should I put him?” Noah asked.

Emory cleared her throat. “Against the wall would be good. I need to work in the center.”

Noah lay Poe on the bare floor, which was painted black like the ceiling, while Emory crossed the room toward the green metal curio cabinet against the back wall. Inside were crowded rows of tincture bottles, tins of herbs, multi-colored crystals, and other accoutrements of her trade. Not that she technically needed such things to perform magic. “Magic” flowed through her veins, infusing every cell in her body. The stuff just helped her focus all that energy. They were fun, too.

At some point, Fred had bounced in and perched on top of her cabinet, watching with bright eyes. He wiggled his whiskers at her but stayed silent and out of the way.

She selected a stick of plain white chalk. Waving them to the side of the room, she drew an intricate design in the center. She tried really hard not to look at the body as she drew the complicated, intertwining design. She was going to have enough nightmares as it was.

Once the labyrinthine center symbol was finished, she did the outer edges, sketching the sigils for the portal ways. Symbols that were much older than the memory of human civilization, symbols that belonged only to the witches who guarded the portals. Witches like Emory.

She was one of the few left who could open them, control them. It was a heavy responsibility. Used incorrectly, well, bad things happened. Very bad things. 

Finished, Emory returned the chalk to the curio cabinet and selected several white candles. In the circle, she placed one candle on each of the outer symbols, save one. 

She paused, the final candle clutched in her hand. “I’m going with you,” she said finally, determination in her tone. No way was she allowing Edwina to take care of this alone. This was partly her mess.

Edwina frowned. “I don’t like it.”

“Non-negotiable,” Emory insisted.

“You’re the boss.” Her eyes twinkled at her little joke. Everyone knew Edwina Gale couldn’t be bossed around by anyone.

Emory placed the final candle in the center symbol. Walking back to the cabinet, she grabbed a clay jar filled with salt and then bent down to collect a small, leather satchel filled with supplies. “Remember,” she reminded Edwina and Noah, “do not cross the salt line until I tell you. Got it?” 

Edwina gave a brief nod, her braid swinging.

Emory turned to Noah and raised a brow. He, too, nodded, so she placed the satchel next to where she would stand, then carefully poured a line of salt in a large circle around the symbols.

“Here goes nothing.” She moved toward the center candle. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and chanted. The candle sparked, the wick flamed, and she called the four corners. She felt the tug and pull of the ancient portal system as it caught at her power.

She slowly walked the circle of salt, tracing each symbol with her finger. She could have used her athame, but it wasn’t necessary. As she passed each candle, its wick burst into flame, and with each pulse of fire, she felt the pull of the portals grow stronger. She sensed Noah’s eyes on her, watching her every move. The flush in her cheeks wasn’t just from the heat of the candles.

There was a surge of power as the circle closed, and Emory welcomed the rush that lifted the hairs on the back of her neck. Calling the portals always made her nervous, but she had to admit she was drawn to the power. Returning to the center flame, she resumed chanting the ancient litany taught to her by her grandmother. It was time. Pulling out the vial hanging between her breasts, she uncorked it and downed the contents. The taste was bitter as the liquid burned its way down her throat. She let the vial fall back against her chest, continuing to chant.

The room began to swirl and shimmer, taking on a hazy glow. Sparks danced in the air, hissing and sizzling. An electric charge in the air frizzed her hair and snapped along metal surfaces like the charge before a storm. A barrier coalesced along the salt circle, pinks, blues, and greens rolling across it like the Northern Lights until she could no longer see what was on the other side. Golden sparks danced along the colors before drifting away from the barrier toward the center of the circle.

She held out her hand, and the golden sparks streaked to her, forming an orb in the palm of her hand. The light intensified, nearly blinding her as the orb grew and grew. Streaks of light slammed into the orb until tears streamed down her face, and she had to squint against the brightness.

She stopped chanting. The orb turned lazily above her palm, pulsing in time to the beat of her heart. 

With a smile, she closed her eyes, breathed in, and let go. The orb exploded, shattering into a million pieces. When she opened her eyes, a shimmering disc of silver swirled in front of her.

––––––––
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NOAH STARTED FOR EMORY, but Edwina grabbed his arm and held him back. There was a surprising amount of strength in her arm for a woman her age. “She said to wait until she gave the okay. Trust me. You want to listen to her on this.”

Noah shot her a scowl but stayed put. Edwina was right. He had to wait until Emory gave the all clear. Just like he’d had to wait for his men back in Afghanistan. Or Iraq. Or ancient Persia. But they had been trained warriors, like himself. Emory.... She was a powerful witch who could take care of herself. He had to remind himself of that constantly. There was a time when he’d worked closely with warrior women who were his equal or stronger, but those had been different days. He’d forgotten what that was like. It had taken a long time for women to rediscover their power. Even longer to take it back. 

There was a chitter, and he glanced down at Fred, who had jumped off the cabinet. He stood next to the salt line, waiting patiently as if he knew. But that was ridiculous. He was a chinchilla, for crying out loud.

Emory finally turned to them. She was a little pale but otherwise untouched. “All right,” she said. “It’s safe.” She leaned down for her satchel, and Fred bounced forward and jumped up on her shoulder, riding it like a pirate’s parrot.

As he picked up Poe, Noah said, “That was... interesting.” He could have kicked himself for being so lame, but it was the first thing that came into his head. Never had a woman left him so tongue-tied.

“It’s what I do. I suggest you avoid touching the walls while we’re inside.”

He lifted an eyebrow.

“Let’s just say they have a habit of giving travelers a nasty shock. Ready?” she said.

Edwina strode past them, stepping through the portal first as if she’d used them many times before. Emory followed her. Noah took a deep breath, adjusted the body slung across his shoulders, and plunged in.

He wasn’t sure what he expected. A sucking vortex maybe? But it was no different than stepping from one room into the next. One moment he was standing in Emory’s shop, and the next he was inside some sort of tunnel. It reminded him of a wormhole from a sci-fi movie. It was a long, gently curving tube with walls that swirled in blues and greens and what looked like fluffy white clouds. It was just wide enough to walk two abreast and was at least two feet higher than his six foot four.

“Are you coming?” Emory snapped impatiently, Fred chittering from her shoulder. 

He hurried after her. “How will you know where to go?”

“The portal will show me.”

The tunnel curved to the right before branching into three tubes. Emory followed Edwina into the left branch, Noah hot on their heels. They branched right after that and then left again, stopping before an arched doorway. Beyond it Noah saw the dim, green light and bald cypress trees dripping with Spanish moss that indicated they’d reached the bayou. He heard the faint roar of a ’gator and the call of birds as a warm, humid breeze swirled around him. 

“We’re here,” Emory said needlessly. “Watch your step.” She disappeared from view, Fred’s bushy tail waving in the air.

––––––––
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“THIS IS  YOUR LAND?” Emory asked Noah as she stepped out of the portal into twilight gloom. The heat and humidity were oppressive, like stepping into a steamy shower. The air was heavy with dank, moldy things. 

Fred curled up under her hair. Chinchillas weren’t fond of heat or light.

Noah nodded. “Been in my family for hundreds of years.”

“Come on, you two,” Edwina said. “We have a job to do. Where to, Noah?” 

He took the lead, striding along what Emory assumed was a path, Poe bouncing on his shoulder. Not a single sight or sound of civilization penetrated this deep into the wilderness. She slapped at a bug that landed on her bare arm. Noah was right. No one would ever find Poe here.

Her sandals weren’t made for the rough terrain of the bayou. The grasses and brush scraped her feet and ankles, leaving bloody scratches, and she was up to her ankles in mud. She refused to so much as wince. No way was she letting Noah or Edwina send her back. 

Not that they could. She controlled the portals.

Noah tromped easily over the uneven ground, Poe draped across his shoulders like a sack of potatoes. He didn’t look back to see if they were still following. His sole focus was somewhere down the path she could barely make out. Every now and then, she snuck glances at him, trying not to stare too openly at a face the goddess herself must have crafted. It really wasn’t fair of Her to make a man so beautiful. Emory heaved a sigh.

“Are you all right?”

She started as Noah’s deep voice intruded on her inner ramblings. “Uh, yeah. Just, you know, these sandals weren’t made for hiking.”

“You should have said something.” He stared at her feet with a frown.

“It’s no big deal. Besides, what would you have done?”

“I don’t know. Carried you.”

She snorted. “And a dead body?”

“Would the two of you stop messing around?” Edwina said lightly. “At this rate it’ll take a week to bury him.”
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Chapter 7
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After what seemed like an eternity, Noah stopped in a clearing nearly surrounded by water. It was nearly dark. The thick foliage which had turned daylight to twilight now turned the fading sun to dusk.

Noah heaved Poe to the ground. “This is a good spot.”

“How the heck did you carry a body this far without getting winded?” Emory demanded. He looked cool as a cucumber. Between the humidity and sweat, she probably looked like a drowned rat. 

“You should try carrying an army pack around the desert.”

Edwina pulled a couple folding shovels out of her pack. She thrust one at Noah. “Over here next to the tree is as good a spot as any.”

Emory rolled her eyes. Nobody would notice if they’d buried it anywhere between the portal and here with a big sign: Body Buried Here. There wasn’t anyone around for miles, as far as she could tell. Only alligators, wild birds, and a lot of moss.

“I can help,” she said, stepping forward to take a shovel.

Edwina chuckled. “No offense, but you’re not exactly strong in the upper body department. And those sandals...” She shook her head.

Emory glared at her. “I can still do my fair share.” Fred gave a chitter that sounded suspiciously disparaging.

“We’ll get it done a lot faster if Noah and I do it. No offense, Em, but you are not the outdoorsy type.”

“Then what am I supposed to do? Stand around like some helpless damsel? I don’t think so.” 

“Unless you can use magic to dig a hole, I don’t see you that have much choice,” Edwina said.

She didn’t, though that would have been a heck of a lot more useful than some of the spells she knew. An idea popped into her mind. “I’ll review the spell more carefully. See what I can glean from what I saw.”

“How?” Noah asked.

Emory smiled. “With art.”

She pulled a small sketch journal and a makeup bag filled with colored drawing pencils out of her satchel. While Noah and Edwina dug, she sat with her back against a tree trunk, opened her journal, took a deep breath, and began to draw. 

Fred kept her company, letting out the occasional squeak. Now and then, he’d dart off to inspect something, then bounce back, his cheeks stuffed with a fresh berry or some other tidbit.

First she sketched each symbol as and where she’d seen it. Sometimes the location of the symbol in connection with the person relayed as much as its location in regard to the other symbols. 

Once each sigil was sketched, she added color. Color said a lot, too. A reddish cast could mean passion or rage. Black, the absence of color, usually meant evil intent. Pure white was rare. She’d only see it once in a protection spell a mother had placed on her child. It meant pure love and intent.

The symbols around Gary Poe had been mostly shades of green, ranging from verdant to bilious. She’d never seen it before, and it piqued her curiosity. Once all the symbols were colored, she placed the journal open on the grass and stared at what she’d drawn.

Noah and Edwina had stopped digging, having decided the hole was deep enough.

“Those are Viking symbols,” Edwina said, peering at the drawing.

““Some of them are. It looks like they’ve been mixed with Celtic and Greek and something else, though I’m not sure what.”

“Sumerian,” Noah said.

She glanced at him, startled. “That’s a dead language. Like, way dead. It probably hasn’t been spoken by a living person in thousands of years.”

“Not entirely true,” he said, face impassive.

“You know someone who speaks Sumerian?”

He cleared his throat. “I do.”

“Can you contact this person? Get a translation for me?”

He opened his mouth to speak.

“How about we bury this dead guy first?” Edwina interrupted. “Kinda why we came here.”

They finished burying Gary Poe. After they’d washed the dirt off their hands in the water Noah had assured them was safe. Although eager to get back to her shop, and hopefully Mia if she was still there, Emory suggested they have a small service.
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