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      Just when I thought the drama in my life was finally over, I got hit in the gut with drama overload. And then some.

      My mother, Amelia Davenport, who I hadn’t seen in five years, decided to show up yesterday morning, of all mornings—the one when I had a very naked and glorious Marcus in my bed. This was not the fresh start I had in mind, at least not as far as relationships go. Not by a longshot.

      Last night, after her arrival, I slept poorly in a small narrow bed. The springs in my mattress kept making music all night whenever I moved, which was constantly. I made a mental note to order a new mattress online as soon I got paid for the three sci-fi book covers I just finished.

      The old pipes had performed a cacophony of their own, seeing as my bed sat next to the exterior wall with Davenport House’s main water pipes. My very little sleep was accompanied by everlasting groans, whines, and banging. You’d think a poltergeist was living inside the walls. Maybe there was.

      I was in the attic, in the smallest guest bedroom in Davenport House. The air was stale with a scent of mildew, and the closed space looked as though it hadn’t been occupied in over twenty years. Maybe longer. The only good thing was I had my own bathroom—if you could even call it that. This morning’s shower was an acrobatic performance. Hell, I should join the circus. Try washing yourself with your head at an angle so you don’t smack it against the sloped, angled ceiling while trying not to slip on the tile floor.

      If you’re wondering what happened to the glorious bedroom with a large king-size bed, plush rugs, and enough space to do cartwheels if I felt the need, my mother kicked me out. Because, well, as she’d so kindly put it, “It was mine first.”

      Yeah. This was going to be an awesome reunion.

      I’d snuck Marcus out the front door while my mother was busy greeting her older sisters. I didn’t want the two to have a confrontation, not yet. Marcus still harbored some pretty dark feelings toward my mother, and I couldn’t really blame him. I shared many of those feelings. I just didn’t want to go there right now. I’d watched him run down the snow-covered street barefoot, wearing only my bathrobe. He could really pull off that look. The man was hot.

      After I’d dried my hair, I made my way down the narrow, creaking stairs to the second floor, checked to see if Iris was in her room—she wasn’t, having probably slept at Ronin’s, smart witch—before proceeding down to the kitchen.

      Like every morning for the past months, Dolores and Beverly were gathered around the kitchen table, having one of their usual spats about either Gilbert’s store prices being too high or Beverly’s date of the week. Ruth hummed a tune and worked her magic at the stove—literally. Normal pancakes can’t taste that good.

      This was my life now. It gave me comfort and a sense of family that I’d never gotten before. The only difference was that my mother sat at the table.

      Sitting next to Beverly, she didn’t look at me as I entered the kitchen. Her attention was engaged with the cell phone in her hands.

      We shared the same high cheekbones, full lips, and dark eyes. She had a brown mane of graying hair—way grayer than I remembered—that brushed up against her shoulders. Though she wasn’t as tall as me, she was still taller than Beverly and Ruth, but nowhere near Dolores’s five-foot-ten frame. As the youngest of the Davenport sisters, she inherited a bit of all of them—Beverly’s beauty, Dolores’s darker complexion, and Ruth’s gullibility. Amelia Davenport was known as the most free-spirited of the sisters. Free-spirited? She was a narcissist who refused to live up to her responsibilities—namely me.

      Everyone said I looked like my mother, and I never really gave it much thought until right now. What we shared in looks, we differed in personality. She was selfish and vain with an excessive need for drama, and I was nothing like her.

      How does that saying go again? You don’t pick your parents? If I could have, I would have picked Ned and Catelyn Stark.

      “How did you sleep, Tessa?” Dolores removed her reading glasses and looked up at me. “I know we’ve neglected that part of Davenport House for a long time,” she said as she flipped her long gray braid back over her shoulder. She had hard features, sharpened by the passage of years, though her dark eyes were bright and confident.

      “I slept okay,” I lied, moving to the coffee maker and pouring myself a cup. “Would it be okay if I worked down here on my next contract? If you guys don’t mind, of course. I don’t want to be in the way.” There was no way I could fit a desk in my room. I’d have to work in the kitchen.

      “Of course not,” said Beverly, peering at me with her green eyes. She was dressed in jeans and a crisp, lowcut, blue silk blouse, her blonde hair resting just above her shoulders. Her makeup was flawless, which made me think she’d mastered a spell for it over the years. With a heart-shaped face, and a full mouth, she looked like Marilyn Monroe’s older sister.

      “It’ll give me a chance to see how you work with photostore,” she replied.

      I used Photoshop, but I wasn’t about to correct her. I knew my Aunt Beverly cared and was genuinely interested in my work. “Thanks.” I moved to the table. My mother still hadn’t acknowledged my presence as I pulled out the chair furthest from her and sat.

      “Here you go, Tessa,” said a smiling Ruth as she flipped two buttermilk pancakes onto the plate before me. Her white hair was pulled into a messy bun on the top of her head and fastened with a pencil. The apron she wore today read DON’T MAKE ME FLIP MY WITCH SWITCH. She leaned forward, blue eyes sparkling, and whispered, “I added a whole extra cup of butter just for you.”

      “I can feel my arteries clogging just by looking at them,” I said, smiling sweetly.

      Ruth beamed as she went back to the stove. My mother still had her focus on her cell phone, her fingers scrolling up and down whatever she was looking at. She was acting as though I didn’t exist, but then again, I was used to that.

      I caught a glimpse of Dolores glaring at my mother, clearly upset at her ignoring her only child.

      I reached for the maple syrup and drowned my pancakes in it until they were practically floating in my plate. I tore into my pancakes and moaned as my taste buds exploded in my mouth. I’d missed Ruth’s famous pancakes yesterday with my mother showing up. I’d lost my appetite. But you could bet your ass I was going to make up for it today.

      “All those images you put together and manipulate… I find it fascinating,” Beverly was saying as I finished my first pancake and tore into the other. “You’re so talented. I wish I was an artist. What am I talking about?” She laughed and gave a wave of her hand. “Of course, I’m an artist. My body is my canvas. I pose naked at least four times a week,” she smiled wickedly.

      Dolores pursed her lips. “Naked decoupage doesn’t make you an artist, Beverly. It makes you a slut.”

      Ruth snorted. “You two are so funny. I’m so happy we’re all back together again. And right before Christmas, too. More pancakes, Tessa?” Ruth spun around with a frying pan still in one hand as she scooped up the golden pancake with a spatula.

      I smiled, lifting my plate, careful not to spill the maple syrup. “Yes, please—”

      “She’s already had two.” My mother placed her phone on the table. “Now I can see why she’s gotten so fat.”

      My mouth dropped open, heat rushing to my face. “You calling me fat?” I set my plate back down, my posture stiff with an old flame of anger that hardened my insides.

      My mother flicked her eyes at me. “Well, your rear end and your thighs are doing that for you.”

      “It’s just a pancake, for cauldron’s sake,” snapped Dolores. “Let the girl have her damn pancake.”

      “That’s two hundred extra calories she doesn’t need,” my mother shot back with a smile.

      I gripped my fork until my knuckles turned white, imagining me stabbing her in the head with it. What? She made me do it. “Nice, Mom. Real nice.”

      “I’m only trying to help.” She had the nerve to look innocent. “You’ll thank me later when you don’t have to buy a whole new wardrobe to fit that ass of yours.”

      I pushed my plate away and stood. “It’s always such a pleasure, Mother. I’ve got work to do.” I’d rather be cooped up in the tiniest of bedrooms in the history of tiny bedrooms than sharing air with this witch.

      But I needed to know something.

      “What?” exclaimed my mother, looking at me like I’d grown a third eye in the middle of my forehead.

      “Nothing.”

      My mother’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You keep staring at me like you want to ask me something. Ask.”

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Where’s Dad?” The words felt strange on my lips, now that there was a little confusion about who my biological father was. It was something I had to ask my mother. I needed to hear it from her lips, but that conversation would have to wait. The only times my mother left my father’s side was when he was on tour and she wasn’t allowed to accompany him. Which was rare. If she was here, it meant something was up. Or she wanted something.

      My mother twisted her face into a false smile. “He’s working on his music.”

      “So he’s not on tour?”

      “He’s recording in the studio,” she answered, a tinge of bitterness in her voice.

      “And you’re not with him?” I asked suspiciously. “Why?” When she didn’t answer I asked instead, “How long are you staying?” Yeah, something was definitely up.

      My mother flashed her dark eyes at me. “Why, it almost sounds like you don’t want me here.”

      You’ve got that right. “Just wondering when I’m going to get my room back.”

      “You mean my room.” She took a sip of her coffee, a patronizing smile on her face. “My room. My things. You had no business thinking it was yours.”

      “Very mature, Mother.” Wow. She was acting like a fifteen-year-old kid who was mad at her sister for taking her favorite sweater. “What the hell are you doing here?” I spat, knowing all too well that if she wasn’t with my father, something had happened. Had they split? Now that would be interesting.

      “Tessa,” warned Dolores, but my monster was out, and I’d tossed away the leash.

      Ruth whipped her attention back to the stove, looking like she wished she could weave a transportation spell and magic herself out of the kitchen.

      Beverly had the strangest smile on her face as she regarded my mother. If I didn’t know better, I would think she was rather enjoying this.

      My mother gave me another one of her infamous fake smiles. “Was that Marcus Durand I saw leaving in a bathrobe yesterday? The two of you are a thing?”

      I didn’t like the way she said that, like dating Marcus was a bad idea. “So, what if we are? You have a problem with that?” I seethed, scowling. “What am I saying? I’ll date whomever I want. I really don’t give a monkey’s ass what you think.”

      Ruth laughed. “Monkey’s ass,” she repeated, as though committing it to memory.

      Dolores smacked her forehead. “I need Tylenol. Where’s the Tylenol?”

      Beverly snatched up the large bottle of Tylenol from the wicker basket in the middle of the table. “Here,” she said after she took two herself.

      My mother leaned forward in her seat and matched my glare. “I just never thought you’d go for a shifter. All that animal… you can’t trust them. They’re wild. You never know when you’re talking to the beast or the human,” she said nonchalantly.

      I went cold as my mother slandered one of the very best men I knew. Marcus was not only the hottest man I’d ever known. His looks were nothing compared to his loyalty, kindness, and affection.

      My jaw clenched at the slight in her words. “You’re a nasty piece of work,” I ground out.

      My mother’s face darkened. “How dare you speak to me like that? I’m your mother. You show me some respect, young lady.”

      “Like the respect you’re showing me now?” I felt more blood gush up to my face. “Stay away from me. And stay the hell out of my life.”

      I heard the sharp intake of my mother’s breath as I spun around, grabbed two more pancakes from Ruth’s stash next to the stove, gave her a wink, and marched out of the kitchen.

      Like I said. This was going to be the best reunion ever.
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      Christmas had also been a glorious event—not really. From what I remembered when my mother would drop me off for the holidays, Christmas in Davenport House was a huge deal. Not as important as Samhain, but it came in at a close second.

      Ruth had spent all day cooking and had outdone herself with a tofu turkey. And when I say turkey, I mean it actually looked like a bird.

      We’d all gotten dressed up and blared Ella Fitzgerald’s Christmas album while drinking eggnog. Of course, the aunts had invited their usual close circle of friends. I wasn’t surprised when Martha showed up, but seeing Gilbert was a bit of a shock. He kept glaring at Ronin while he jumped and tried to knock away the mistletoe the half-vampire was dangling over the little shifter’s head.

      “Give us a kiss, Gilly darling,” teased Ronin as he made kissing noises with Iris cheering him on. “Give us a big wet one. Come on now. I know you want to.”

      It had been the best part of the night.

      The worst part, well, it was how my mother pretended that everything was right as rain between us when we had guests. I’d invited Marcus, but he’d declined, saying he was busy with work. Total lie. But I didn’t blame the wereape. I didn’t want to be near my mother either.

      Which is why on the day after Christmas I found myself roaming around Hollow Cove, hunting for deals and great sales.

      With Marcus back at work, and Iris and Ronin having gone to the next town to do their shopping, I spent the entire day shopping alone in my town. Even though I was debt-free, I was still careful how I spent my money. However, I wanted to get something nice for my aunts because they deserved it. And with most of everything at half off, I couldn’t go wrong.

      And no. I didn’t buy anything for my mother. All she deserved was a sour expression, and I could give those out for free.

      My boots slipped on the wet snow as I made my way through the town square with large bags hanging from my hands. Hollow Cove’s Boxing Day Sale was an event in itself. Every shop in town had their doors and windows plastered with banners and signs. Even the pubs had set up a few booths outside in the snow, offering hot wines and beer tasting at fifty to seventy-five percent off. And yes, I had a glass of hot wine. A very tall glass.

      Feeling much better and lighter on my feet, I stepped into Practical Magick, the town’s only bookstore. A collection of the latest New York Times bestsellers was up on display in the large bay window. I grabbed the new Stephen King novel for me and a James Patterson for Dolores. Next, I stopped by The Siren’s Song, our only music store, which was a small green cottage next to our post office. They had a sale on a new mini portable speaker for twenty dollars. I got two—one set for me and one for Iris. What can I say? I love a sale.

      After that, I stepped into Boutique Maddalena. Even though most of what was on display was on sale, I couldn’t afford much. I bought a beautiful alpaca wool scarf for Beverly from Maddalena, the store owner and apparently an alpaca shifter. Don’t ask.

      Moving on, I stopped by Hocusses and Pocusses and bought Ruth a new cauldron stenciled with frogs, foxes, ravens, and cats. She was going to love it.

      When my feet started to throb, I decided to give myself a break and stop by Witchy Beans Café for some hot minestrone soup and coffee while I checked my emails.

      By the time I’d finished my soup, I looked up to see Mr. Smith, Practical Magick bookstore’s owner, locking up across the street from me. The same with Boutique Maddalena, as the lights went out from the inside.

      I glanced at my phone and saw 5 p.m. Boxing Day was over in Hollow Cove. I paid for my soup and coffee and made my way back outside in the cold. I thought about going to visit Marcus, but I really wanted to see Ruth’s face when she saw the cauldron I got her. Besides, I’d see Marcus later this evening. That was a promise. Preferably with no clothes on. Yes, I was a very, very bad witch.

      I walked along the town square, admiring the glimmering white Christmas lights that decorated the tall oak and maple trees. Even the gazebo was lit up like a jewel. Something was peaceful and magical about it. I took a deep breath, letting the icy air fill my lungs like a cold drink. I smiled. Even my mother couldn’t ruin the day I’d had.

      With a spring in my step, I trudged along Charms Avenue just as a pink, two-story Victorian house with white trim came into view. Above the front porch was a large, flashing neon pink sign written in bold letters: HOT MESS WITCH, BEAUTY SALON. I could see the shadow of Martha moving behind the windows. Damn. The last thing I needed was a chat with the town’s gossip queen, so I walked faster.

      I hit the intersection and turned left on Stardust Drive. Not every house had Christmas lights up, but I’d say more than half did. With the few snowflakes that fell from the sky added in, I had myself a Winter Wonderland.

      Humming that exact tune, I walked up the sidewalk, feeling some cold wetness around my toes.

      “Great,” I sighed. “And here I thought I was having a fun night. What’s next?”

      The streetlamp flickered and went out.

      I froze, feeling as though The Powers That Be had just heard me. I glanced up, blinking through the snowflakes on my lashes. After a few heartbeats, I decided I was letting my imagination get the better of me and began walking again.

      I heard a low humming sound followed by a pop, and then all the Christmas lights on every property on both sides of the street flickered and went out.

      Darkness fell, sudden and complete, and my heart lurched in panic.

      I halted and glanced around. Black windows stared back at me. The lights from inside the houses were out as well. The entire town was left in darkness.

      “Must be another power outage,” I mumbled. Power outages were a regular thing in Hollow Cove, and someone was always to blame—likely for too many Christmas lights this time around. Gilbert had gone a tad overboard with them as usual. He’d doubled the light show this year, touting enough was left in the town’s budget for it. Doubtful. But the town had a generator. And Davenport House was magical. We never went without electricity.

      As my eyes adjusted to the new darkness, I started walking again. The snow and surrounding houses were all cast in a silvery hue from the moonlight. It wasn’t a full moon, but it was close, creating enough illumination for me to get at least a hint of the street and the houses, but everything else was dark and quiet.

      And that’s when things got a little weird, which was saying a lot considering weird was our normal in Hollow Cove.

      A blazing, green light exploded around me, blinding me for about a second. And then a sonic boom blasted the streets, making me jump. The light subsided and I blinked rapidly, trying to rid my vision of the green spots.

      “Oh, Gilbert. You’re in trouble now.” I laughed, shaking my head. “You blew the town’s transformer with all those lights. Didn’t you?” The town lit up like that was truly beautiful, but we clearly didn’t have enough power to sustain them all.

      Still laughing to myself, I took a step forward again—

      And went hurtling back violently to the ground, hit by an invisible force. I slammed on the hard pavement and rolled to a stop in the snow. Forget about the bags I was holding. Yup, they went flying out of my hands.

      Okay. That was definitely not a transformer explosion. So, what the hell was it?

      Cursing, I got up and wiped the snow from my jeans and coat while looking for my bags. I wanted to grab them first and then go investigate the blast. My witchy instincts were screaming it was not good.

      I found the books first. They were out of their bag and covered in snow. I picked them up, shook the snow from them, and stuffed them back. Next, I reached for my other bags.

      A scream split the air before I could grasp them. I recognized the voice.

      “Martha?”

      Adrenaline shot through my veins. Tossing everything on the sidewalk, I ran back and hit Charms Avenue, sprinting toward Martha’s beauty salon with my heart lodged somewhere in my throat. My thighs burned from the effort of not slipping on the wet snow and falling on my face.

      Another scream.

      Only this time it wasn’t Martha’s.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. The scream came from somewhere off to my left, but without any light, it was impossible to pinpoint its location. Damn. What was going on here?

      Then I heard a grappling sound coupled with a few startled cries before another scream ripped through the night air, closer this time. And then came the final ear-splitting scream of terror that reminded me of all the horror movies I’d seen. It was the scream before the monster, killer, whatever, hacked off the victims’ heads.

      The screams kept coming, all at once and in all directions. I couldn’t split myself into more of me, so I opted to follow the screaming I recognized.

      I reached Hot Mess Witch and looked for the witch. “Martha?” I called as I ran up to the front of the large Victorian home. “Martha!” Her scream had come from outside, but I saw no sign of her.

      “Tessa!”

      Strong arms grabbed me and squeezed me into a tight embrace, cutting off my air.

      “Martha. Can’t. Breathe,” I wheezed as my nose was assaulted by Chanel No. 5.

      The whites of Martha’s eyes shone in the moonlight. “They’re everywhere! Look! Oh, my cauldron. What is happening? What is happening!”

      “If you’d let me go…” I rasped, just realizing that the woman’s large bosom was the obstacle choking me. Those were some killer boobs—pun intended. “Maybe I could tell you.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” Martha let go and stepped back. She was shaking all over. It was hard to get a good look at her face, but her body language was twitchy and cringing. I’d never seen her so freaked out before.

      I rubbed down my arms to get the blood circulating in them again. “Did you wrestle when you were in high school?”

      “Didn’t you see them!” she shrieked.

      Obviously not. “No. Who are we looking for?”

      “I was locking up,” said Martha, her voice unusually high, though the typical dramatics were out in full force. “I was going to join Margo for some drinks at the pub. There’s a new bartender, you see. Have you seen the muscles on that specimen?”

      “Focus, Martha.”

      “Yes. Yes. I made my way to the street—and that’s when I saw them.”

      “Them being who? And what’s that smell?” I’d had my share of stink of late, but this… this was like the town’s sewer system backing up on a hot summer day and left out for a month. The stench was vile, like rotten meat and eggs, so bad it was almost a solid object.

      “It’s so dark, I’m not sure,” answered Martha.

      “Not sure you saw something or not sure what they were?”

      “I saw them,” spat the witch, the irritation high in her voice. “I’m not blind. They were making weird noises and moving slowly, like they were hunting us.”

      “What else?”

      Martha took a breath. “Something was wrong with their faces. Like they were wet or something? I can’t be sure.”

      “Maybe you just saw your neighbor. Without any lights, it’s perfectly normal to get frightened and see things.”

      Martha put her hands on her hips, and I imagined the frown that went with that pose. “I got a feeling.”

      My brows shot to my hairline. “Like the song?”

      “A witch feeling,” she said angrily. “Supernatural? I’m a witch, just like you, and I know when I sense something supernatural, missy. I might not be a Merlin, but I’m still a witch.”

      “No one is questioning your inner witch,” I said, wondering where this conversation was going and knowing my gifts were all wet and full of snow, most probably ruined. “Tell me what you felt?”

      Martha sniffed. “A sense that what I saw wasn’t living. Not like us.”

      “You think it’s demons?”

      “You think it’s demons!” Martha let out a squeal.

      I clenched my jaw. “How close did you get?” Demons. Damn. Not this again. I was still hoping she was wrong, and this was a case of the town afraid of the dark. What? It could happen. But this was a paranormal town. We’re usually the ones doing the scaring.

      Though I wasn’t getting any demon vibes, the smell was spot on. Still, it didn’t mean it wasn’t demons. They were cunning and clever, so they might have put some sort of deterrent on their demonic energies. It didn’t help it was nearly pitch black.

      I searched the witch’s face. “How close did you say you were when you saw them?”

      “Ten feet maybe?” answered Martha. “No, wait. I think it was more like twelve. Yes. Definitely more like twelve.”

      “And it was dark? The lights had gone out. Right?”

      “I’m not lying,” she snapped. “I know what I saw. And I know what I felt.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her I believed her just as another scream rent the air, followed by the sound of feet, lots of feet moving.

      “Ah!” Martha bumped into me and kept bending her knees and lifting her arms in a swinging motion. If it wasn’t so dark, I would swear she wanted me to pick her up. Yeah, not going to happen.

      Another scream. This one was really close to us. Maybe a few houses down. I felt Martha stiffen next to me but not because of the scream.

      A swift pattering sound reached us. A shape shifted in the shadows, moving abruptly maybe twenty feet away.

      My heart slammed in my chest, and I formed a power word on my lips. I couldn’t see it clearly, but holy moly could I smell this stinker. Whatever it was reeked of dead flesh. I didn’t mean it carried a little whiff of a graveyard. This was like a year-old corpse that still had a few juicy corners left and wasn’t entirely done returning to the earth. The stink was toxic enough to make me gag and my eyes water.

      One thing was for sure. I couldn’t just stand here in the darkness waiting for whatever was out there to get me. Hell, no.

      I knelt, grabbed a handful of snow, patted it into a ball, pulled on the elements around me, and whispered, “Hoc mihi lux nix.” With this snow give me light.

      I stood up and tossed the ball into the air as high as I could. My snowball burst into a shower of brilliant snowflakes, illuminating the street with a powerful glow of white light.

      It was a new trick I’d learned. It didn’t illuminate as well as witch light, but it gave me a clear picture of what I was facing. And it was bad. Really bad.

      I stared open-mouthed at a man, well, what I thought was a man, though there wasn’t much left of him. He moved stiffly, his arms and legs twitching, as if struggling against the onset of rigor mortis. White bone shone through the holes in his clothes, in the last light of my snowball. A woman and another man followed behind him. And then a group of about ten emerged from a gap between two houses. Some were too far decomposed to discern their genders, and some were walking skeletons.

      The air around us was a sudden cacophony of grinding bones and the liquid thumping of decomposed, jellying flesh. Unintelligent moans floated from some of them, and very few of them had functioning mouths from what I could see.

      “What is this? What’s going on?” cried Martha. Now that I could see her face, it was ridden in fear and horror.

      I turned my attention back to the things. “The dead. The dead are rising.”

      Oh, crap.
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      And just when I thought things in Hollow Cove couldn’t get any weirder, I was proven wrong. This little tight-knit community was teeming in zombies.

      I’d never faced zombies before, so I took my knowledge from my extensive repertoire of zombie movies and my all-time favorite The Walking Dead TV series.

      This knowledge included one—zombies were slow-moving. Two—they ate people, and three—the only way to truly kill them was decapitation or a gunshot to the head.

      I wasn’t a fan of guns, and the only sword long and sharp enough to decapitate a zombie was the katana above Gilbert’s fireplace mantel, or so Dolores had told me. Even if I did get my hands on that katana, I wasn’t sure I had it in me to hack my way across some person’s throat—because that’s what they were, or rather, what they used to be.

      This was so messed up.

      Martha grabbed me by the shoulders, her face ghostly white. “Do something!”

      “Like what?” I shot back.

      “You’re a Merlin! That’s your job!”

      Right. She had a point. I slipped out of Martha’s strong grip. The only person I could think of who might have had some zombie experience was Iris. But she was still with Ronin, shopping in another town. Even if I texted her, it would be another thirty minutes before she got here, and we’d all be zombie buffet by then.

      “Okay. I can do this,” I said, releasing a breath of tension. As far as I could see, only about thirteen flesh-eating zombies were milling about. I supposed the only thing left for me to do was hold a zombie barbecue. I didn’t like it, but I had to do something before they started to eat the Hollow Cove residents.

      Behind me came a wave of shrill cries, shrieks, and screams. Then the screaming grew louder. Doors slammed as the Hollow Cove residents hid in their homes and locked themselves in. Smart.

      A small, pudgy man with gray hair, a bow tie, and large brown eyes ran in the street, raising his fist at a zombie behind him.

      “Back! Back, you devils!” shrieked Gilbert. The little owl shifter moved faster than I thought his short legs could carry him. He saw me and pointed his finger. “You! Do something. Do something now or I’ll deduct an entire month’s pay from your salary!”

      Here we go.

      “Keep your feathers on, Gilbert,” I shot back as I moved slowly toward the group of zombies. The stench of rotten flesh hit me like a spray of vinegar in my eyes, and I pulled my scarf up over my mouth and nose.

      The zombies shuffled around, circling and moving like they were confused, not sure where to go or perhaps who to eat first. So far they weren’t attacking anyone. These were clearly the extra slow type. I could work with that.

      “Do your job, witch!” howled Gilbert. “Ah! Netherworld be damned! Get back!” he screamed like a little girl as a zombie moved toward him, her arms outstretched as if in an embrace of death.

      With a pop of displaced air, Gilbert collapsed into a large barn owl and flew away, leaving a few tawny feathers floating in his wake.

      Right. I was the only Merlin here. Clearly, my aunts hadn’t heard the commotion yet. What better way to play up my skills and show the town I truly deserved the title of Merlin than to take care of a few zombies.

      I had a pair of lady balls now. It was time to show everyone else.

      The light dimmed, and I looked up to see my magical snowball light start to grow fainter. Pretty soon we’d be left in the dark again. It wasn’t that I couldn’t conjure up another one, but every time I used magic, it took a piece of my energy as payment, rendering me less effective and leaving my magic supply on low.

      Right now, I needed all of it if I was to tackle a dozen zombies. That would take every bit of energy I had in me. And then some.

      All righty then.

      A shifting shadow approached, and I looked up as a mangled zombie wandered toward me, her limbs twitchy and stiff like a clockwork doll. I say her because I could tell she was female by the length of her hair and small build. Plus, she was wearing a dress—well, what was left of what was once a dress. Now, it looked like someone had taken a bed sheet, wrapped themselves in it, lit it on fire, and then rolled in the mud.

      With my heart thrashing, I took a deep breath and tapped into my core. I felt a tug on my aura as it answered.

      Pulling on the elements around me I cried, “Accen—”

      “Martha?” said the zombie, the voice unmistakably female and disturbingly human.

      “What the—” I looked over my shoulder.

      Martha froze and screwed up her face. “Harriette? Harriette is that you?”

      “Of course, it’s me. Who else would I be?” said the zombie Harriette, clearly affronted. She wobbled over to me and Martha.

      I had to resist the urge to gag at the smell of rot coming off of her, but staring at a decomposed face was another thing entirely. Her face was sunken, and what was left of the skin was stretched paper-thin until you could see the bone. Her cheekbones protruded severely, and her mangled hair, which could have been blonde or brown, hung in loose dirty clumps over her thin shoulders. Most of the flesh on her lower jaw was gone, revealing her jawbone and rotten teeth.

      Yup, Hollywood movies had gotten it right.

      Harriette looked over her shoulder and then back again. “Martha. I’m not sure what’s happening? I must be losing my mind because I can’t remember how I got here. What am I doing here? What’s going on?”

      “You’re dead, hon,” said Martha, some of the tremor of her voice gone. “You’ve been dead for five years. Don’t you remember?”

      Harriette blinked. “I’m dead. Yes. Yes, I remember that.” She cocked her head from side to side, like a dog trying to make sense of what it was hearing. “But why am I here?”

      Martha shrugged. “No idea.” Harriette focused on me. “Oh, this is Tessa Davenport. Amelia’s daughter,” said Martha.

      Harriette’s skin around her jaw pulled into a smile, which I’m sure she thought was warm, but it looked creepy as hell. “It’s nice to meet you, Tessa. I knew your mother.” She lifted her hand to shake mine—and her right arm dropped to the ground at her feet.

      “Oh dear,” said Harriette as she stared at her limb next to her dirt-packed feet.

      “Oh shit.” I laughed, which was totally inappropriate, but I felt relieved. I hadn’t wanted to shake the woman’s rotten hand anyway.

      Looking slightly embarrassed, Harriette picked up her arm and attempted to stick it back on. More like a shove into its socket. She pushed it in as hard as she could, but her arm kept sliding off.

      “I might have some nail glue back at my salon,” offered Martha with a sympathetic smile.

      “I think I might need something stronger,” said Harriette, holding her right arm with her left hand.

      Yup. This conversation was going from weird to serious weirdness.

      I turned around, leaving Martha and Harriette to discuss body part reattachment, and inspected the other twelve zombies.

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out the other zombies were not flesh-eating zombies at all but rather miserable and confused dead people. Most were probably from Hollow Cove, if I were to guess. They all had similarly decomposed flesh, dirty worn clothes, matted hair—for those who had hair—and the same staring eyes in sunken, deathly faces. Some had earth still clinging to them while others were clean, though skeletal. Only their eyes were not the eyes of the dead. There was life in them, albeit a ghostly kind of life. Still, it was there.

      But a sick feeling had settled into me as I looked at this strange, eerie scene. If the dead had risen, who had raised them and why?

      After a sudden loud buzzing sound, all the streetlights flicked into life, showering us with their golden glow. And not a moment too soon as my snowball light plummeted to the ground in a carpet of snowflakes.

      “Tessa.”

      I turned to the sound of my name. A rather large, handsome man, with a tussle of black hair hurried my way. He moved with a confident strut and a predatory gait. His powerful thighs were more than evident under those snug jeans.

      Cauldron help me, but he looked good. The snowflakes in his hair sparkled in the streetlight. He was beautiful and strong and loyal. And he was mine. Yay me.

      Piercing gray eyes found mine. “I’ve got the town’s generators up and running. I heard the screaming.” He opened his mouth to say more, but when he caught sight of Harriette, whatever he was about to add just vanished.

      “Harriette Harper?” questioned Marcus, confusion tightening his handsome features.

      “In the flesh, so to speak,” answered Harriette, and using her left hand, she waved her right arm at the chief.

      Yup. It could always get weirder.

      “But you died years ago.” Marcus was still in shock.

      “Tell us something we don’t know,” said Martha. “That’s old news, hon.”

      Marcus was shaking his head. “But how? How is it you’re standing here? I was at your funeral.”

      Harriette shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      I studied her face. “What’s the last thing you remember?” If she remembered what happened, at least I’d have an idea of what was going on. It seemed the longer I stayed in Hollow Cove, the weird always seemed to get weirder.

      Harriette swung her right, severed arm and scratched her head with it in thought. Creepy visual. “Well, I was sitting at home in my chair watching Wheel of Fortune and I got really tired and dizzy all at once. Thought I was getting the flu again. So, I just closed my eyes.”

      I stared at her. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” answered Harriette. “That’s all I remember.”

      “But how did you manage to get here? Were you buried in the Hollow Cove cemetery?” Hollow Cove Cemetery was twenty acres of lush forest, all mixed with headstones, gravestones, and stone paths. Most of the Hollow Cove residents were buried there, including their pets and familiars. I hadn’t been there since they’d buried my grandmother ten years ago.

      “What made you decide to crawl out?” I asked, for lack of a better word.

      “Oh, yes. I remember now.” Harriette blinked at me. “I heard a voice… and I just… woke up.”

      A voice? Interesting. “What did the voice say?”

      Harriette dipped her head as she tried to remember. “‘Wake up.’ That’s what the voice said. I pushed open my casket and crawled out. It wasn’t even that hard. Like the earth was soft and light. Nasty business though. Ruined my dress,” she said, exasperated.

      I didn’t want to mention that her dress was the least of her problems. I looked at Marcus, but he looked as clueless as I felt. The chief put his hands on his hips and flicked his gaze over the rest of the crowd of recently deceased.

      “We should talk to them,” I said, gesturing to the group of oblivious recently un-deceased. If Harriette heard a voice, I was willing to bet they did too. And maybe a bit more.

      “Talking to the dead. That’s a first for me,” said Marcus, his face holding a shade of interest.

      I cocked a brow at him. “And me.”

      Together, we headed toward the other group.

      “What about Harriette?” called Martha.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Stay with her. I’ll be right back.” Martha’s face was a mix of horror and uncertainty as she stood next to her very dead friend, but I couldn’t do anything for her now.

      At the sight of our approach, the other twelve dead all turned around. As they realized we weren’t running from them, they all hurried our way, their movements mechanical and stiff, like wind-up toys.

      “Are you going to help us?” asked a dead man in a dark suit, his lips stretched to show his dry face, like that of a thousand-year-old mummy.

      “Can you find my family?” asked another dead. Though the voice was female, the flesh was completely gone from her face, and only a white skull remained.

      “Why are we here?”

      “Is this hell?”

      “Is Gilbert still alive?” came an angry voice from the left. A small man, maybe just over five feet, stood with his hands on his hips. Though his face was mostly covered in grimy, rotten flesh, he looked familiar.

      “Yes, Gilbert is here,” I answered. “Alive, unfortunately. You just missed him.”

      “Good,” he replied. “I’m going to kill him.” The man cracked his knuckles like he meant business.

      “And you are?”

      “His cousin, Gunner,” said the dead man. “That bastard owes me money.”

      Oh boy. “Well,” I exhaled, looking at Marcus for help, but he was staring at one of the dead who was picking up her head from the ground. “Everyone,” I called out and waited to get their attention. “Hi. Okay. Well, rest assured we are going to figure out what’s happened here.” I had no idea if that was possible, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

      “Who are you?” asked a dead woman. She was easily as tall as Dolores, wearing what looked like a black silk robe.

      “I’m Tessa Davenport,” I answered while the dead Dolores-looking woman scowled at me. “Uh—I’m a Merlin,” I slipped that in, thinking it might help. “And I’m going to help you.” Because apparently it’s my job to help the dead too. A murmur went through the dead. “But first I need to ask you all something.” I swallowed. “Did you all hear a voice that said, ‘Wake up’?”

      The group of dead all looked at each other, and I could see from their reactions they did.

      “Yes,” they all answered together.

      Marcus leaned over. “What does that mean? You think it’s a spell of some kind?”

      Hell if I knew. “I’m not sure.” But I had thought of it. A spell could raise the dead. A powerful dark spell and most likely performed by a necromancer. Yet usually, from my limited knowledge on the subject, I did know by raising the dead, you were usually recompensed with unintelligent zombies whose actions were piloted by the necromancer who raised them. Zombies had no working brain and no soul. They were basically puppets—stinky, rotten corpse puppets.

      These weren’t.

      The crowd that stood before me were dead people, yes, but they were still people with functioning brains. Yeah, I couldn’t explain it. But just because I couldn’t didn’t make it false.

      “What do you think?” Marcus asked, his eyes locked on the dead and his features creased in worry.

      I ran my gaze over the dead, seeing the uncertainty in the ones who had eyes and still some flesh on their faces to make expressions. “I’ll have to ask my aunts. If anyone knows anything about this, it’s them. And Iris.”

      Speaking of Iris, I yanked out my phone and texted her a 911, which translated to “Get your witch ass back home now!”

      “What about your mother?” Marcus’s tone was even, though I could still sense an underlying resentment in it.

      I shook my head. “She can’t help with this.” Knowing her, she wouldn’t want to either. I was surprised she was still hanging around, though I knew she wouldn’t be much longer.

      “Tessa, please tell me you have a plan. Why is this happening?” Martha had appeared in our circle of animated dead followed by Harriette still carrying her arm over her shoulder like a baseball bat.

      I glanced at Marcus before answering Martha. “Well, first we need to find out who these people are and see if they have family here.”

      Marcus nodded. “We should get them off the streets.”

      And while you’re doing that, I can worry about why this happened.

      “Unbelievable! They’re all still here!”

      I didn’t have to turn around and look to know whose annoying face that belonged to.

      Gilbert marched up to the group, stood just close enough to be out of arm’s length, and pointed his finger at me. “Are you stupid? You can’t just let them stand here like this? Someone could see them. Humans could see them.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I knew most humans didn’t have the sight—the ability to see the paranormal world around them. If they did, it was generally because they had some half-breed blood in them.

      Gilbert narrowed his eyes at me. “Of course, I’m sure. They’re not ghosts. Can’t you tell the difference between ghosts and physical beings? And you call yourself a Merlin?”

      “I can think of a few things to call you. You want me to start? Or do you want to go first?”

      Marcus laughed, which only made Gilbert angrier. “Do I have to tell you what will happen if a human happens to drive by our quaint little town to enjoy my Christmas lights display and sees this!” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder to the dead, most of whom were scowling at him. “All the police in Maine will be here within the hour. That’s not the kind of attention we need.”

      “You think we don’t know that?” Marcus was eyeing Gilbert like he was an annoying wasp that should be smacked.

      Gilbert let out a puff of air. “Well, from where I’m standing, it doesn’t look like you do.”

      “Oh, shut your beak, Gilbert.” Gunner made his way through the crowd of the dead and stepped in front of Gilbert. The two of them were the same size and build. Hell, they could have passed for brothers if Gunner wasn’t decomposing.

      “Gunner,” seethed Gilbert, his face pinched in a sour expression. He didn’t look surprised at seeing his dead cousin. “What the hell do you want?”

      “You owe me money,” said Gunner, his body shaking with anger.

      “Hah!” Gilbert pressed his hands on his hips. “One cannot owe money to the dead. I owe you nothing.”

      “I’m not dead,” Gunner shot back. “I’m standing right here, dumbass. How can I be dead?”

      Gilbert stomped his foot. “You. Are. Dead!” he howled, sounding a little demented.

      “This is going to be a long night.” I rubbed my temples, feeling a migraine on its way, as I looked at Marcus. “Is there a place we can put our visitors while I try to figure out what happened? It might take a while.”

      Marcus gave me a tight smile. “I’ll take them back to the office. It’ll be easier to track down their families.”

      I beamed, tempted to kiss him. “Grace is going to love that.” Part of me wished to be there for the look on her face when she saw and smelled them.

      “Okay, people,” called Marcus, and he waited to get the deads’ attention. “You’re going to follow me back to my office. I’m going to take your pictures and your names, and I’m going to attempt to contact your family. If you still have family in Hollow Cove, you can stay with them until we figure out what happened.”

      “If they’re still alive,” I mumbled.

      I watched as Marcus led his army of walking dead back down Charms Avenue and then left onto Shifter Lane, heading for his office. It was like Halloween had debunked Christmas.

      Remembering I had tossed my bags with all my gifts somewhere on the sidewalk, I went in search of them. Once they were secured in my hands, I headed home.

      My head was thumping with a mix of adrenaline and dread, and I couldn’t shake that icy feeling that kept crawling up my spine to settle around the base of my neck. I felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice down my jacket.

      If we had a necromancer in our midst, that didn’t bode well for the town. They could raise the dead, but they could also weave hundreds of other vile and evil spells. Yes, their magic revolved around dead things because they drew their power from the dead. They were masters at it. I also knew necromancers could raise other beings—creatures that weren’t part of this living world.

      I was so lost in my thoughts as I climbed up the steps of Davenport House that I didn’t even notice the small woman until I crashed into her.

      “Oomph!” I jumped back and caught myself before I went tumbling down the porch steps onto my ass.

      “What’s the matter with you?” cried the woman. “Are you blind, girl?”

      I jerked back like she’d slapped me. Then I froze as I looked at a face I recognized but hadn’t seen in years because she’d died ten years ago.

      I stared at her expression as it went from shocked and surprised to furious in the space of half a second. Her frown was so deep, her small blue eyes disappeared under it. Only one woman in the world could frown like that.

      I swallowed hard and said, “Gran?”
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      The old woman who stood on the porch was barely five feet in height, and her face was a mass of wrinkles. Bare feet peered from below her long green robe and a thin white braid hung past her waist. She looked like a hobbit.

      Hobbit or not, she was my grandmother. She’d been the ripe old age of a hundred and four when she’d passed. Not to mention she’d been dead ten years. I was at her funeral. Yet she looked… fresh.

      She looked much better preserved than most of the other deceased I’d just seen. Her skin was tinged gray, dry, and cracking, and her sunken eyes made her seem as though she was just on the verge of the decomposition stage—almost like it hadn’t happened yet. She also didn’t smell that bad either. She smelled more like earth, like a compost pile. I suspected a little magical preservation was involved.

      She narrowed her blue eyes at me. “Who’re you?”

      “It’s me, Grandma. Tessa. Don’t you remember me?”

      “I knew that.” She spun around and faced the door. “House. You open this door right now or I’m going to burn you to the ground!” she shouted, her tiny shoulders stiff with anger.

      Though still a little freaked, I stepped beside her. “House won’t let you in?”

      “I don’t care if Father built you,” she yelled, raising her fist. “I’ll turn you into a pile of ash if you don’t let me in, you overgrown pile of lumber! I am Eleanor Davenport, and I demand you open this damn door at once!” She tried the door handle again, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Davenport House would always let in a Davenport witch. It was a haven. Perhaps House didn’t recognize her because, well, she was dead. It could be a way to protect itself from, maybe, grandma zombies.

      My grandmother made a disgruntled sound in her throat as she whipped out her tiny leg and kicked the door. Three times.

      This was going really well.

      I let out a breath and faced the door. “House. This is my grandmother, Eleanor Davenport. Yes, she’s dead—and I can’t really explain that right now—but she is still my grandmother. Open the door, House.”

      A wash of energy flew over and through me, and then the door swung open.

      “Hah!” Eleanor Davenport marched through the threshold and stood in the entry—all five feet of her. She snapped her fingers and cried, “Cane!”

      The closet door to the left opened and a wood cane came flying out, carved with a multitude of birds and vines. She reached out and caught it midflight.

      I raised a brow. She might be dead, but her reflexes were still intact.

      The voices of my aunts and mother trailed from the kitchen. Apparently, they were still clueless about the power outage and the revenants that showed up in the middle of town. The fact they hadn’t heard my grandmother yelling outside told me that House that done that on purpose too.

      “Gran,” I said, as I shut the door behind me, “do you know why you’re here?”

      “What an odd thing to ask. I live here. This is my house.”

      Leaning on the cane for balance, my grandmother marched down the hallway like she was off to war, the thump of the cane on the hardwood floors echoing loudly.

      Now she reminded me of a female version of Yoda.

      I dropped my bags and hurried after her. Not because I wanted to soften the blow when my aunts and mother saw their dead mother walk into the kitchen, but because I didn’t want to miss the shitstorm that was about to hit.

      When she made it to the kitchen, Eleanor halted and hit her cane on the wood floor, hard. “This place stinks! How many times have I told you not to mix skunk cabbage with voodoo lily?”

      My aunts and mother froze like they were manikins from a department store.

      And then…

      “Ah!” they all howled together.

      Beverly and my mother threw themselves against the kitchen wall while Dolores fell out of her chair with a loud thud. Her eyes nearly shot off her forehead, though they never left Eleanor.

      Ruth smiled, her eyes filled with wonder. “Mum? What are you doing here?” She laughed. “Is this a trick, Tessa? Have you been playing with an illusion spell? It’s a very good one. She looks so real.”

      Eleanor grimaced, shuffled over to Ruth, and whacked her hard on the leg with her cane. “Is this real enough for you?”

      Ruth jerked back. “But… you’re dead? We buried you?” she said, her face pale as she rubbed the spot on her leg where her mother hit her.

      “If I were dead, I wouldn’t be here. Now would I?” snapped my grandmother. “You have that same look on your face when I told you babies came out of our vaginas and didn’t sprout out from the garden.” She lifted her chin haughtily. “I’d like some tea. Not the cheap stuff with the tiny strings—real tea.”

      The four sisters all watched in a mixture of horror and shock as their mother waddled over to the kitchen table and, with great effort, lowered herself in one of the empty chairs.

      Following her mother’s instructions, Ruth put the kettle on, though she kept throwing covert glances at Gran, like she still couldn’t believe she was actually here.

      I hadn’t known my grandmother well before she died. I’d only visited her a few times when I was much younger, though the images of a stern and fierce little witch came to mind. Still, I don’t know why my aunts and mother were acting like she was the walking plague. I thought she was awesome.

      Dolores got to her feet slowly. Her dark eyes met mine. “Tessa. Do you know something?”

      “I’ll tell you what I know,” I answered and quickly told them about the revenants that had appeared in the town square after we’d lost power and I’d felt that sonic blast. “Most of the others are like Gran. They all seem lucid. Normal, if you disregard the decomposing flesh parts.”

      “Where are they now?” asked Dolores.

      “Marcus took them to his office. He’s going to process them. Take their pictures and names. See if he can find any living relatives in town.”

      “How many?”

      “Fourteen if you count Gran here,” I answered. I looked up to see Beverly take a seat at the kitchen table, the furthest one away from her mother. Her pretty face was contorted in a frown as she sat on the edge of the chair, looking like she was about to bolt.

      My mother was still standing with her back against the wall. She didn’t look frightened anymore. In fact, she looked angry as she kept glaring daggers at her dead mother.

      Ruth carried a cup of hot tea over to her mother. “Here you go, Mum. Just like you like it with a touch of lemon.”

      Gran pursed her lips and made a weird sound, which I understood was her way of saying thanks. She tipped the cup to her lips and took a sip.

      “Ugh!” she spat the tea out on the floor. “Tastes like horse piss. What the hell are you trying to do? Kill me?”

      “She can’t kill you. You’re already dead,” I said with a laugh. Gran jerked her head at me and gave me her signature frown. Whoops. She was kind of scary when she looked at me like that. Like angry grandma Yoda, ready to use the Force on my ass.

      “Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll make you another.” Ruth snatched up the cup and emptied it down the sink.

      Dolores moved to stand next to her mother, her face hard and her dark eyes calculating. “Mum. Do you know where you are?” she asked loudly, as though the old witch was hard of hearing.

      Gran glowered up at her. “I’m dead. Not deaf.”

      I snorted. “I like her.” Dolores shot me an evil look. “What?” I shrugged. “She’s funny. And I need some funny in my life right now.”

      “House,” ordered my gran. “Get me my pipe and leaf.” She banged her cane on the floor, as though it finalized the command.

      A noise emanated from the potions room, just off the kitchen, like pots being rearranged. Then a wooden pipe came zooming into the kitchen, followed by a small flat metal box the size of a deck of cards.

      Gran snatched both from the air. She turned the pipe upside down and began hitting it on the table to empty whatever was still in there. Ten-year-old dried-up leaves of whatever herb she smoked.

      The next thing I knew, cigar smoke hung in a cloud over the kitchen as gran sucked and puffed on her pipe looking pleased with herself. Like I said, just like a hobbit.

      Dolores pressed a hand on her hip, her face a little blotchy. “I don’t understand. How is it that you’re here? And why do you look so… so…”

      “Fresh,” answered Beverly. My thoughts exactly.

      Gran blew out a ring of smoke. “How the hell should I know? I heard a voice that said, ‘Wake up.’ So, I did. Quit staring at me like that. You look like that maniac from Silence of the Lambs.”

      “You heard it too?” I asked, moving closer. “The voice?”

      “What voice?” questioned Beverly, shifting in her seat and rubbing her hands together like she was trying to rid them of the tension.

      I met my aunt’s gaze. “The others—the dead others—all heard a voice say, ‘Wake up.’ That’s all any of them can remember. Maybe more will come back to them later.” I had no idea if that was true, but I was hoping I was right. It would help us figure out what had happened.

      “Maybe she’s a ghost,” voiced Ruth, looking hopeful. “Lots of ghosts return to the world of the living because they had unfinished business. Mum probably has unfinished business.”

      “She’s not a ghost, you halfwit,” growled Dolores. She pressed a finger on gran’s shoulder and pushed her back. “See? Ghosts are apparitions. They lack their physical bodies. She’s as solid as a fossil.”

      Gran tilted her head back and glanced up at Dolores, her nose wrinkling. “Who you calling a fossil, you tree?”

      I stifled a laugh, knowing it would only fuel Dolores’s anger. Man. Gran was on fire.

      Dolores rubbed her eyes with her hands and let out a breath. “But you are aware that you’re dead. Right? That you don’t have a beating heart? That you don’t require air to breathe or need food to sustain your body?”

      “Have IQs dropped since I’ve been away?” snapped gran. “Of course, I know I’m dead. Where’s my tea?” She hit the floor with her cane again.

      “Sorry. Here.” Ruth brought another cup of tea and placed it in her mother’s hands before stepping back and looking anxious.

      Gran grimaced as she took another sip. “Tastes worse than the first one. What’s the matter with you? You were the only one worth anything in the kitchen. Lost your touch?”

      Ruth’s face fell. “I’m sorry,” she gestured with her hands. “I don’t understand. I’ve made it the same way as always. Maybe there’s something wrong with the kettle.”

      “Maybe there’s something wrong with you,” said Gran.

      I grabbed the seat next to Gran and sat. “Probably tastes different because you’re dead. Your taste buds don’t work. So, everything is probably going to taste like chalk and paper.”

      Gran glowered at me. “Aren’t you all rainbows and sunshine.”

      I smiled at her. “You should be prepared. Everything will be different. Your senses. Not just your tastebuds. Maybe even your magic,” I added, remembering how House wouldn’t let her in.

      She watched me for a moment. “You’re nothing like your mother.”

      My smile widened. “Thanks.” It was the best compliment she could have ever given me. I moved my gaze to my mother. Seeing her distasteful expression at our conversation made me all giddy and fuzzy inside. Gran was my favorite person at this very moment.

      My grandmother moved her gaze in the direction I was looking. “Where’s that good-for-nothin’ husband of yours?” she questioned, the distaste clear in the tone of her voice. “Still philandering through the cities playing that god-awful music?”

      My mother pushed herself off the wall and scowled at gran. She looked like an angry teenager who was told she couldn’t date the star football player. “He doesn’t philander.”

      “But he plays that god-awful music,” countered Gran as she puffed on her pipe. She blew out a shoot of smoke shaped like a musical note.

      Yup. I was really digging my gran.

      My mother crossed her arms over her chest as color touched her cheeks. “How dare you. You don’t know anything about him.”

      Gran rolled her eyes. “Thank the cauldron.”

      I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it, though it was entirely inappropriate to laugh at the man who’d supposedly raised me but didn’t. My mother whipped her attention to me and leveled a dark glare, her lips pressed into a hard line.

      Whatever. I was used to her little tantrums.

      Ignoring my mother, I cleared my throat. “You think it could be necromancers? That’s the only thing I could think of. Raising the dead is their specialty, though I’ll admit, this is a bit different. The dead are conscious.”

      Dolores opened the freezer and pulled out a bottle of vodka. She put five shot glasses on the kitchen table and filled them with the clear liquid. She gave one each to her sisters and held out one for me.

      “No thanks,” I said, staring at the transparent liquid that looked like rubbing alcohol. “Don’t like vodka.” I drew the line at wine. Anything stronger, and I’d have a giant headache the next morning with some vomiting. They all downed the shots in one gulp.

      “More for us then.” Dolores placed the shot glass on the table and filled it up again. Then she tossed her head back and downed the vodka. She smacked her lips and said, “Necromancers control the dead, zombies. Zombies are nothing more than soulless human meat suits. It takes a great amount of control to harness that kind of powerful necromancy magic. Zombies exist for the sole purpose of obeying their masters. And to eat flesh. They need it to maintain their decomposing bodies.” She looked at Gran and downed another shot of vodka. “Obviously, your gran is not a zombie.”

      Gran puffed on her pipe. “I might be. Come closer and I’ll show you.”

      “But you are dead,” I told her, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. “A revenant. Someone raised you from the dead. And by doing so, they gave you your consciousness. With consciousness, a necromancer can’t control you,” I added, knowing it to be true.

      “I can control myself, thank you,” said gran with smoke billowing out of her mouth. “The only thing I couldn’t control was my bladder.”

      “So why raise them if they can’t control them?” asked Beverly, her cheeks flushed from the vodka. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Dolores stared into space for a moment. “I don’t know. Must be something we haven’t seen. There is a reason. We just have to figure it out.”

      “I’ll have a look at Hollow Cove’s cemetery,” I said. “If the dead all emerged from there, which I think they did, we might find clues as to what this is.”

      “Good,” said Dolores. “Yes. See what you can find at the cemetery and I’ll gather all the information I can on necromancers in the old books.”

      I left the kitchen feeling a little unsteady, but I was also wired. The dead had come to Hollow Cove. Yes, it was mindboggling, but it could have been worse. It could have been flesh-eating zombies instead of friendly decomposing loved ones.

      And I had a plan. I needed to see if I was right. The cemetery would tell me. Something had to be there, like proof of whatever ritual they performed.

      The real questions were, if necromancers were responsible for raising the dead, why were they doing it here in Hollow Cove? And why were they raising them at all?
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      Iris and Ronin had showed up just as I was slipping on my boots and getting ready to head out. After I’d filled them in on the walking dead situation, both had agreed to come with me to the cemetery.

      “I’ve never tried necromancy magic,” said Iris, standing in the foyer wearing her black winter parka. A black scarf looped around her neck, nearly covering her almost-black, chin-length hair. “But it’s on my bucket list,” she added proudly, her dark eyes wide. “Don’t worry. I’ll know what to look for.”

      Iris was an odd one, but I loved her. “Thanks,” I said, finishing my text to Marcus. I’d told him we were going to investigate the cemetery.

      “I’ll bring Dana just in case,” she said and tapped her large cloth bag that hung around her shoulder over her coat.

      I forced a smile. “Great.” Dana was Iris’s creepy, cataloged DNA album, where she collected strands of hair, cut-out pieces of cloth, teeth, strings of eyelashes, toenails, and drops of dried blood—all in the name of dark curses.

      “I’m coming as backup in case the necromancers are still there,” informed Ronin. He wore a stylish wool coat with a high neck that accentuated his tall, lean appearance and newly cut brown hair. “I’m your muscle,” he added with a smirk. His face muscles twitched, and I had the distinct impression he was flexing his pecs under his coat. Either that, or he was passing gas—or trying not to.

      Crap. I hadn’t thought about the possibility of finding necromancers at the cemetery. Not sure what I’d do if I faced one. Guess we were about to find out.

      “Sounds good.” I grabbed the car keys from the hallway side table. “I’m taking the Volvo,” I called out to the kitchen, where my aunts and mother were still downing the vodka.

      Not waiting for an answer, I headed out with Iris and Ronin right behind me. The snow next to the driveway was nearly to my knees, and I was glad to be wearing my high winter boots as I walked over to the driver’s side.

      “Keys. I’m driving.”

      I turned to see my grandmother walking through the snow, using her cane for balance. The snow was practically to her waist. I was just about to tell her to put on some boots when I realized that she wouldn’t need them. The dead didn’t feel cold. They didn’t feel anything.

      “You’re not coming,” I told her when she finally managed to haul herself over the snowbank to the driveway.

      “Of course, I am,” she brushed me off.

      “Is this your grandmother?” Ronin smiled as he offered his hand. “I’m Ronin. Ow!”

      My grandmother smacked his hand away with her cane. “Ronin? You don’t look like a samurai,” she added, looking behind him like she was expecting to see his sword.

      Oh, crap. “Uh, guys. This is my grandmother Eleanor Davenport. Gran. This is Iris and Ronin. My friends. Please be nice to them. Now that we’re all introduced, we’ll be on our way. I’ll see you later, Gran.”

      “Like hell you will. This is my car. I bought it. And I’m driving.” She stuck out her hand. “Keys.”

      Ronin moved next to me and whispered, “Does she know she’s dead?”

      Gran lashed out and whacked Ronin again with her cane.

      “Stop that,” growled the half-vampire as he jumped back. He rubbed his knee. “You almost took out my kneecap.” He turned to me. “Tessa. You need to control your grandmother.”

      I pursed my lips. “She seems in perfect control.” She really did.

      Iris laughed. “Oh, let her come. She’s a riot.”

      Gran glowered at Iris. “I’m no such thing. I’m a witch. And a damn good one, too.”

      I let out a breath. “Gran, listen. No one is saying you’re not a witch. But we’re going to the cemetery. I don’t think it’s a place you’d like to see right now.” I wasn’t sure what that would do to her to see where she crawled out of. She was probably still dealing with shock and trauma—if the dead could actually feel those kinds of emotions. This was my first experience with the walking, talking dead.

      Gran lifted her cane and pointed to the house. “I’m not staying with that sour lot. They drove me crazy when I was alive. They’re driving me crazy now that I’m dead. I’ve been dead for a long time. This old body needs the exercise. And you need me.”

      I raised a brow. “How’s that?”

      “Necromancers,” she answered, as though that was answer enough.

      “That’s what I’m thinking, yes.”

      “I know all about them. I fought them once. But that was before you were born.”

      “You did?” Now I was impressed. “Wow. I had no idea.”

      “Books can’t teach you what I know,” she said proudly. “Dabbling in necromancy magic is a whole other beast. You’re going to need me on this case.”

      “Why?” asked Ronin, standing a good arm’s length away from Gran and well away from her cane.

      She shot him a look. “Have you ever been dead?”

      Ronin shrugged. “No.”

      “Exactly my point.” Gran flung out her free hand and the car keys zipped out of my hand into hers.

      My mouth fell open. I was too shocked to express how impressed I was. “You can still do magic?” She’d asked for her cane and pipe in Davenport House, but I’d just figured House’s magic, not hers, had done the bidding. Guess I was wrong.

      Which begged the question, if the dead could still do magic, what else could they do?

      Gran waddled over to the car and hung her cane on her arm as she unlocked the door. “Why are you surprised? I’m a witch. Not an accountant.”

      Iris snorted as she opened the back passenger door and clambered in the back seat followed by Ronin who kept throwing glares in Gran’s direction.

      I stood staring at Gran as she opened the door and slid in behind the wheel. “I’m not sure your tiny feet can reach the pedals,” I quipped with a smile.

      I didn’t think letting a dead person drive a car was such a good idea either. I thought about yanking her out, but I had a feeling she’d fight back, or perhaps even curse me. They’d always said Eleanor Davenport had been the most powerful of the Davenport witches. I didn’t want her to curse me, and I didn’t want to be on her bad side either. I could probably learn a lot from her.

      Gran’s deep frown turned into a scowl. “Did anyone ever tell you how annoying you are?”

      “No.”

      Gran grinned, revealing her one tooth in her lower gum. “I just did. Get in the car.”

      Now it was my time to frown. “Do you even remember where the cemetery is?”

      “Shut up and get in the car,” she ordered.

      Okay then.

      We drove in silence. Yeah, not really. It was more a combination of an ongoing tide of screams and shrieks. That’s what happens when you let a one hundred and four-year-old dead woman drive a car.

      “I’m too beautiful to die! I’m too beautiful to die!” howled Ronin, hanging on to the side of his seat as though his life depended on it.

      We hit an intersection at seventy miles per hour. The Volvo fishtailed, recovered, and soared down the road at a speed I didn’t think the old car could obtain.

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” complained Iris, and I glanced back to see her paler-than-usual face. Hell, she looked green. She rolled down the window and stuck out her head. Better out than in.

      I’d been right. Gran’s feet didn’t reach the pedals. Instead, she used her cane to press on the gas pedal with one hand while the other handled the wheel.

      Worse, her head came up around the middle of the steering wheel. I had no idea how she could see anything over the dashboard. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe she drove on feeling alone.

      I suspected a little magic was involved too. I also had the strangest sensation the car’s wheels weren’t even touching the road, more like we were flying or gliding.

      And Gran? Well, she had a wicked gleam in her eyes while she laughed the entire way like a banshee from hell. Dead and insane—a dangerous combination.

      Plus, it didn’t matter if she died. She was already dead. What’s the worst that could happen to her?

      Thank the cauldron the cemetery was only a five-minute drive—three with the way Gran was driving. Forget about parking. Gran drove through the snowbank and over the sidewalk toward the gated entrance.

      “Watch the gate!” I yelled, my hands grasping the dashboard.

      Too late.

      Gran plowed the Volvo through the cemetery’s front iron gate. There was a horrible, wrenching sound, a shriek of protesting metal, and then a thundering blast as the locked gate snapped open. The car jounced hard up and down. Gran slammed her cane on the brake while Iris and Ronin continued screaming. Or maybe that was me?

      The car drifted forward a few feet and then stopped.

      Gran killed the engine. “Here we are,” she said, sounding happy and content. “Safe and sound.”

      “Are you crazy?” I leaned over and pulled the keys out of the ignition. “You nearly killed us.”

      “Nonsense.” Gran blinked at me and then looked over to Iris and Ronin, who were scrambling out of the car. “You’re all still alive. Aren’t you? I’m an excellent driver.”

      “In what universe?”

      “You’re overreacting,” said Gran. “Look. Your friends are fine. You’re fine. Why are you making such a fuss?”

      “I’m making a fuss?” I narrowed my eyes. “If you weren’t already dead, I’d strangle you right now, you old fossil.”

      Gran stared at me for a long moment. A smile flashed across her face and was gone. “Definitely not like your mother. You’ll do fine.”

      I rolled my eyes and climbed out of the car, glad to put my feet on solid ground. “You guys okay?”

      Ronin was rubbing Iris’s back. “Peachy.”

      I exhaled loudly, my anger slowly dissipating as I took in the scene. Hollow Cove Cemetery was a vast landscape of acres of trees, brush, and winding paths through gravestones. It was a cheerful place—no kidding. It was the only place where you’d find multicolored tombstones and striped white and red headstones that looked like candy canes. Instead of statues of cherubs and angels, we had pixies, gnomes, and thousands of cat statues. The community came here to celebrate their dead and their life. It made you feel welcome, made you want to visit. Even at night right now with a foot of snow, it looked more magical than a creepy gray and solemn graveyard.

      Tall old-fashioned streetlamps stood at intervals throughout the cemetery, giving us enough illumination to make out the gravestones. I was glad to find that Marcus’s generator reached all the way here. Even with a witch light, it would have been near impossible to illuminate the entire cemetery.

      One thing was for sure, the place was huge. How were we going to find where the necromancers did their séance?

      “This way,” ordered my grandmother as she waddled down the only clear, snowplowed path that cut through the middle of the cemetery. Her cane was soundless as it hit the hard-packed snow.

      I was tempted to throw a snowball at her head. Instead, I asked, “How do you know where you’re going?” The witch had been dead a long time and clearly had few screws loose.

      “Because I came out this way, genius,” she shot back, not bothering to turn around.

      I glanced over to Iris and Ronin. “I think I’m starting to really like her.”

      Together we followed the small dead witch for a few minutes, trudging through the snow where the snowplow had made a clearing. She stopped next to a giant headstone and smacked her cane on it.

      “Here. This is where I crawled out.”

      A large flat stone of green granite was off to the side, where I presumed my dead Gran had pushed and crawled out. The large green headstone proclaimed: Here Lies ELEANOR DAVENPORT. Don’t stand on my boobs.

      Yeah. We were definitely related.

      Gran made a noise in her throat. “Would it have been too much to ask to add some comfort? Pillows or some blankets?”

      I stepped forward and peered inside, using my phone’s flashlight. “You were dead, Gran. You weren’t supposed to feel anything.”

      “Or come back,” said Ronin, grinning, but he lost his smile at the glare Gran shot him. “Just saying.”

      Gran folded her hands over the top of her cane and leaned on it. “Well, I did come back, dhampir.”

      Ronin’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “What did you call me?”

      Dhampir? Why did that word sound familiar?

      “Shut it, you two.” I knelt next to my gran’s grave to get a better look inside. “We don’t have time for this.”

      I caught a glimpse of Iris inspecting the tomb next to Gran’s. The snow was disturbed around it, and clumps of dark earth lay all around, as though something had literally crawled out. She flipped Dana open and put something on one of the pages. I tried hard not to think about what that could be.

      After a minute or so, I stood and checked around the back of Gran’s headstone. “Nothing is here. No markings. No signs of a ritual of any kind.”

      “That’s because you’re not looking in the right direction,” offered Gran.

      I gave her a hard stare. “Of all this cemetery, only fourteen of you woke up,” I said, for a lack of a better statement.

      “Why fourteen?” asked Ronin.

      “No idea.”

      I didn’t dismiss the idea that the number fourteen might have something to do with the raising of the dead. Though I had no idea why the number was important.

      “Hey, guys. Over here,” called Iris, and I looked up to see her waving at us.

      Ronin was next to her in the blink of an eye, damn that vampire speed. Instinctively, I reached out to help Gran, but she smacked my hand away.

      “I don’t need your help,” she growled, shuffling in the snow away from me.

      “Fine. Suit yourself.”

      I walked through the snow, passing Gran, and knelt next to Iris. “What is it?”

      “There,” she pointed to the sides of a wooden casket six feet below ground where the top was pushed to the side. “It has markings, but I can’t make them out. It’s too dark.”

      My pulse throbbed. Finally, we were getting somewhere.

      “Let me see. Move.” Gran hobbled forward and smacked Iris with her cane until she moved over. Using her cane, Gran lowered herself and knelt next to the grave. Then, she reached a hand over her right eye and made a twisting motion. There was a disturbing suction sound—a pop—and then her eyeball rested in the palm of her hand.

      “Oh my god!” I screamed and nearly peed myself. “What? How? Never mind.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick.” Ronin gagged and ran behind a headstone.

      “Neat trick.” Iris sounded impressed. She moved closer to Gran. “Can you teach me? I’d love to try that.”

      Gran, well, she looked pleased with herself. “One of the perks of being dead,” she said. With her hand, she moved her eyeball along the sides of the casket to the spot where Iris had seen writing.

      “And?” I asked, surprised I wasn’t that freaked out at seeing Gran using her eyeball like a magnifying glass.

      “I… am… alive,” read Gran, turning her head in my direction. I tried not to gag at the dark hole that was her eye socket. Gran shrugged and said, “Looks like they buried this poor bastard alive.”

      I couldn’t help but stare as Gran twisted her eyeball back into its socket like it was just as normal and mundane as putting on her socks.

      “There’s nothing here,” I said, letting out a breath and feeling disappointed. I had hoped to find something that would tell us why the dead had risen.

      “It wasn’t a total loss,” said Iris.

      “How so?”

      “It just means that the necromancers performed their ritual someplace else,” she replied.

      “Unlikely,” said Gran as she cast her gaze around the graveyard. “They’d have to be damn powerful to raise the dead and not be close enough to pull on the energies from them.”

      “Unlikely, but it’s still possible. Right?” I pressed. “If they were powerful enough.”

      Gran nodded her head, looking grim. “Yes. It’s possible, but I hope I’m wrong.”

      After that, we left the cemetery and drove home. I drove, but not before a little stare-down from Gran. No way was I letting her drive again—ever.

      As I drove, my thoughts roamed to Marcus. Maybe by cataloging everyone, he might have discovered something. Because the cemetery had been a bust.

      We had fourteen revenants raised by some seriously powerful necromancers. The fact that they could perform their magic at a distance didn’t settle well with me at all. Neither did the look on Gran’s face.

      It was turning into one hell of a night. Swell.
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      The next morning, I woke up with a killer headache and a deep throbbing feeling of foreboding. I couldn’t decide if the feeling was tied to the recent town revenants or the dread of a possible powerful necromancer in our midst. It was probably a combination of both.

      My headache quadrupled at the sight of Gran sitting in the only chair that could fit in my room, right across from my bed.

      I rubbed my eyes, only now noticing the stink of her pipe smoke. “Gran? What time is it?”

      “Time to get up,” she answered and blew out three rings of smoke.

      “What are you doing here?” The thought of her sitting in that chair for god knew how long watching me sleep was a little creepy. Hugely creepy.

      “What does it look like? I’m sitting.”

      I swung my legs over my bed and pressed my feet against the cold wood floor before moving to open the only window in my tiny attic room. I was glad to be wearing my tights and a long T-shirt. “I know that,” I said and hauled the window up so cool air rushed in. “I mean what are you doing in my room? Don’t you have a room? Someplace to sleep?”

      “I’m dead, Tessie. The dead don’t sleep.”

      “Right. Sorry.” I’m not sure when she decided to call me Tessie, but I realized I kind of liked it.

      “I came here to think.” Her small eyes disappeared in her frown. “Can’t think with the idiots downstairs. All that whining makes my head spin.”

      “You mean, your daughters?” I stared at her a moment. “What happened between you? I get the feeling something awful happened. What was it?”

      Gran puffed on her pipe. “You can ask your questions, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to answer them.”

      “Right.” But I did have another question. “You called Ronin a dhampir. Is that another word for vampire?”

      “Not for vampire,” she answered. “But for half-vampire.”

      “You knew?” I asked, impressed, wondering if my aunts had told her.

      Gran closed her eyes and blew out twin columns of smoke through her nostrils. “I know everything.”

      “Sure.” I turned around and smacked my head against one of the many supporting beams. “Ow.”

      “That’s going to bruise,” said Gran as she laughed.

      I rubbed my forehead, feeling a tiny lump. “Thanks for the tip.” I thought it was time for her to leave.

      “Your room is too small,” observed Gran, glancing around, her face set in a wrinkled sour expression.

      “No… ya think?” I stared at the only dresser I had that didn’t fit all my clothes, which also explained the piles of folded clothes I had all over the floor. “I had a bigger room. Well, technically it wasn’t really mine. Mom made sure to point that out. And I wasn’t about to take Iris’s room. It’s fine. It’s just to sleep. Right? I don’t think I’ll be bringing Marcus here.”

      Gran glanced up at me and wrinkled her nose. “Marcus? Who’s Marcus?”

      Yeah. Not going there. “It’s just that I like to work in my room. I like the quiet.” I swept my gaze around the tiny space. “I can’t even fit a desk in here.”

      Gran blew out a mouthful of smoke. “Why don’t you ask House?”

      I stepped into my even tinier bathroom, the kind where you could pee and wash your hands all at the same time. Awesome. “Ask House what?” I grabbed my toothbrush and began to brush my teeth.

      “Ask House to make your room bigger,” expressed Gran with a shrug. “I’m surprised you haven’t done it yet.”

      I spat the water from my mouth and looked out the bathroom to the little dead woman still sitting on the chair. “House can do that?”

      Gran lifted her eyebrows, staring at me like I had a few loose screws. “Did you not ever wonder why each room in this house is larger than it should be?”

      “Really? I never noticed.” That was news to me.

      “You wouldn’t. But it’s true. Your aunts all did it. So did your mother.”

      When I realized I was standing with my jaw hanging open, I immediately shut it. Having a larger room would seriously help with the clothes situation and the work situation. Even the man situation. Let’s not pretend it wasn’t my first thought.

      “Why didn’t my mother mention it to me?” I wondered, a little pissed. She’d known the only room available was the tiny one in the attic. Yet, she’d never told me.

      Gran stared at me for a moment. “You really need me to spell it out for you?”

      I shook my head. “No.” Like I said, my mother was selfish. She couldn’t care less where I slept.

      “Go on then,” ordered Gran. “Ask.”

      I cleared my throat and said, “House. I’d like a bigger room. Large enough to fit a desk, a large closet, a decent size bathroom, a bigger bed and a bigger window—with a view.” I thought being thorough was best. “Please,” I added, just in case.

      A ripple of energy washed through me as a blast of white light swept through the room. The rush of blinding and wild light went through my head to my toes. My eyes swam with color as my ears rang with phantom sound while a wind gushed through the room.

      My hair flew into my eyes. Then a surge of electricity gathered from the air around me to my fingertips. The floorboards under my feet groaned as they stretched and elongated. The walls shifted as though made of water. They moved back, spreading out as though the room took a great big breath. My tiny window stretched out, as though made of rubber until it became a large bay window, complete with a bench.

      The wind died, and I felt a release on the magic. I stared, both shocked and excited as the walls pushed back until the room doubled and then tripled in size. I wheezed in a breath, stunned and exhilarated.

      My tiny, cramped attic bedroom was now the master bedroom of my dreams. With a vaulted ceiling, the room was even larger than my mother’s, and House had given me new furniture.

      A new working desk sat next to the large bay window, complete with my laptop and my books. There was even a couch and a comfy, upholstered chair that Gran sat in instead of the hard metal one. The room had been without a rug, but now a massive, dark blue and burgundy Persian rug lay beneath a king-size bed.

      I ran to a new door next to the bathroom door and peered in. Rows of shelves and hanging poles stared back at me in a space that was bigger than what had been my attic bedroom. Next, I rushed into the bathroom and moaned.

      “A soaker tub? I have a soaker tub.” It was huge, big enough for two people—me, and a very fine wereape.

      The tub sat above the gleaming wood floors next to a marble-tiled shower and large white vanity. It was perfect.

      I beamed. “House. You spoil me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Enough of that.” Gran pushed herself up with the use of her cane. “Let’s go downstairs. I need to speak to all of you.”

      “About what?” When she didn’t answer, I rushed inside my new fabulous walk-in closet and pulled on a pair of jeans that was magically hung on one of the hangers along with a gray sweater. After I was dressed, I followed Gran down the stairs, which took twice the normal time since she had to stop on every step to adjust her cane and balance.

      “I can probably carry you, you know,” thinking she weighed about the same as a ten-year-old kid.

      Gran gave me her signature frown. “If you plan on having children someday, you better not.”

      When we finally made it to the kitchen, for some strange reason, I was out of breath.

      “Veggie omelet?” offered Ruth as she angled her frying pan, a perfect omelet sliding to the side.

      “Yes, please.” I waited for Gran to pick a seat, but the old dead witch just stood there, showing no sign she wanted to sit anytime soon. I grabbed the seat next to Dolores and sat as Ruth dropped a plate with the veggie omelet in front of me.

      Dolores, Beverly, and my mother were already seated around the table. I had dropped off Iris at Ronin’s last night, so I wasn’t surprised she wasn’t here.

      They were all watching Gran, their expressions holding curiosity as well as accumulated annoyance. All except my mother who never took her eyes away from her phone as her fingers moved expertly at some message she was typing.

      I tore into my veggie omelet just as Gran exploded into motion.

      The old witch stomped through the kitchen and stood next to my mother. “Why didn’t you tell Tessie she could improve her room? You’ve all done it. How could you let her sleep in that small room of all places?”

      Dolores swung a glare in my mother’s direction across from the table. “What?” she asked incredulously, twisting her napkin like she wanted it to be my mother’s throat. “You told me you were going to tell her?”

      Amelia dismissed the accusation with a shake of her head, her eyes still on her phone. “I forgot. She has a roof over her head and a bed. What’s the big deal?”

      “I had more room in my coffin, that’s what,” growled Gran. “You were always a selfish child.”

      My mother raised her eyes at her mother. “And you were always a pestering old fool who never minded her own business.”

      A spark of gratitude blossomed in my chest for my gran. At least she loved me. “It’s okay, Gran. The room’s fine now. Better than fine.” And better than yours, Mother. I didn’t want them to start a fight, but if they did, my money was on Gran.

      Dolores, Beverly, and Ruth were all glaring at my mother, who continued to type on her phone, clueless. No, not clueless, indifferent. She simply didn’t care.

      What a surprise.

      A scowl formed on Gran’s face. She poked my mother on the arm with her cane. “A pestering old fool, eh? Is this about your worthless husband again? Did he leave you again? Is that why you’re here?”

      A clump of my omelet fell out of my mouth and plopped onto my plate. “What? He’s left you before? What’s going on?” The going on was, apparently, I’d been missing a lot about my parents. It made me wonder if all the times my mother shipped me off to my aunts were because they’d been fighting.

      The expression on my mother’s face was murderous. “I told you to mind your own business, old witch.”

      Yeah, he did. “Oh, my god. Gran’s right. Isn’t she? He left you? Why? What the hell is going on between you two?”

      “Amelia?” Beverly leaned over the table and rested her elbows. “Is this true? Did you and Sean break up?”

      My mother looked up and plastered a fake smile on her face that I knew all too well. “Of course not. We’re fine. Don’t listen to her, she’s dead. She has no idea what she’s talking about. Why would you even take the word of a corpse? I don’t know why all of you treat her like our mother because she’s not. Our mother died ten years ago. She’s not her.”

      Dolores watched my mother for a long moment. “Why did you come here, Amelia? The truth.”

      My mother let out a sigh. “Do I need your permission to come and visit you?” she asked with a mock laugh. “I missed my sisters. That’s all. This is my family home, just as much as it is yours. I can come and stay whenever I want.”

      Liar. We could all see it. She didn’t miss anyone here. She came here because she had nowhere else to go.

      Gran snorted. “You used to be a much better liar. Never gifted in magic. No. Your gifts were plentiful elsewhere.”

      “Mom. Did you and Dad have a fight?” I thought she might answer me, seeing as he was “supposed” to be my father. I figured I had the right to know.

      “Mind your own business,” she snapped, glowering at me.

      The tiny spark of empathy I’d felt for her vanished. “With pleasure,” I said with a smile and stabbed my omelet with a fork.

      “Well, there you have it,” said Gran. “He’s left you again. That’s what happens when you run off and marry a human with a brain the size of a walnut. Never even got an invitation.”

      My mother looked at Gran, her eyes racked with rage. “And why in my right mind would I want to invite you? You hate Sean.”

      Gran shrugged. “I don’t hate him. I hate the idea of you with him.”

      Dolores hit her coffee mug on the table making everyone jump except for Gran. “Do you really need to do this right now? Why can’t you be civil, for cauldron’s sake?”

      Gran straightened, raising her chin, and I swear she grew a few inches taller. She lifted her cane and pointed it at Dolores across the table. “Me? Civil? You don’t deserve me to be civil with any of you,” she shot back, pointing her cane to each of her daughters in turn.

      Beverly let out an exaggerated laugh. “What are you talking about?” She tucked a curl of blonde hair behind her ear. “We were always good to each other. We had some fights, but that’s normal. Every family has fights.”

      “You were going to send me to Rusty Bones,” shot Gran, her blue eyes darkened until they looked almost black.

      “Uh-oh,” said Ruth, and she spun around and buried herself in her cooking, which only made me more curious.

      Dolores looked somewhat abashed and said with a tight voice, “It was for your own good.”

      “Oh, was it now?” Gran looked like she was about to murder Dolores or fly over the table to strangle her. She stood for a moment, gnawing her jaw, and I couldn’t tell if she was trying to remove something stuck around her tooth or working a spell.

      “You were getting sicker,” said Dolores rubbing her eyes. “Your dementia was full-blown, and we couldn’t do anything about it. It got to a point where it was dangerous. We couldn’t look after you anymore.”

      Gran’s eyes flashed. “You could. You just chose not to.”

      “I’m lost,” I said, shaking my head. “What’s Rusty Bones? A senior residence?”

      “It’s a damn prison,” said Gran dryly. “It’s where they send the old witches to die, like discarded old brooms.”

      Ruth went stiff. Then I saw her regret, shimmering behind her eyes like light on water.

      “It is not.” Beverly fixed a smile on her face. “Rusty Bones Residence is a very nice home for senior witches. It has all the amenities you could wish for—an indoor pool, beauty salons, a three-story library, a potions kitchen, labs to practice spells. It’s fabulous. It has a five-star rating with a five-star price tag.”

      Gran hit her cane on the floor making me jerk. “It’s a tomb. That’s what it is. Every single witch I know who was sent there was never seen again,” she added dramatically and raised her finger for added flair. She would have been amazing on stage.

      “Here we go again,” said my mother, waving a dismissive hand. She closed her eyes and began to rub her temples.

      Dolores’s fleetingly calm face blossomed into anger. “You’re exaggerating, Mum. They probably just died of old age.”

      Eyes squinting, Gran frowned at a memory. “I don’t exaggerate. They went in. They never came out.”

      My eyes moved along my aunts and mother. My breath slipped from me in understanding.

      “You tried to force her into a home?” It explained why Gran was mad as hell and possibly wanted to strangle her daughters. I never imagined a Davenport witch not residing in Davenport House until her last breath.

      My question hung in the air but then subsided into an icy silence broken by the brewing of the coffee machine. Finally, Ruth walked over and poured herself a cup.

      I looked at Gran. “So, what happened?”

      Gran answered me, but she kept her eyes on her children. “I died.”

      Ruth spit the coffee from her mouth. “Sorry,” she said as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Hot.”

      Oh, dear. This was bad.

      My mother stood up briskly. “Why couldn’t you just stay dead, you miserable old fool!” she screamed as she made her way out of the kitchen.

      Yikes. A tad harsh, even for her. But that’s my mommy dearest. It was always about how she felt, never anyone else.

      My gaze moved to Gran. If my mother’s comment had affected her, she didn’t show it. “You said you wanted to talk to us. What about?”

      My grandmother turned around and, using her cane, started to shuffle out of the kitchen. “Come on, Tessie. Let’s go.”

      “Go? Go where?” I pushed my chair back and stood. “Why? Where are we going? What’s going on?”

      “Going on?” repeated Gran over her shoulder. “Nothing, except for the new dead that have arrived in town.”

      Oh, shit.
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      That’s right, people. More dead had arrived in Hollow Cove.

      I had been so enthralled by my new bedroom and the idea of my mother having marital problems, I had completely forgotten about the revenants roaming the streets of our quaint town.

      Clearly, if there were more recently raised dead, the number fourteen meant absolutely nothing. Nothing was the word of the day because I had nothing to go on.

      What I needed to do was see if any of the new revenants remembered anything else. Maybe someone got a glimpse of the necromancers involved? If they did, it would give me a better idea of how many we were dealing with.

      The question was, why were they being raised in the first place?

      You didn’t raise the dead to have them over for Christmas dinner. And I was going to find out why.

      I drove down Shifter Lane and slowed at the stop sign. Yes, I drove. I wasn’t about to let Gran drive. She was a menace—to me and to anyone walking on the sidewalk. I’d have to arrest myself if I let her drive again.

      “You drive like an old woman,” commented Gran, lifting her chin as she tried to see over the dashboard in the front seat next to me. “At this rate, we’ll reach the chief’s office in a week.”

      I sighed. “It’s slippery. We had lots of snow last night. Don’t want to crash the only car we’ve got. Plus, there’s black ice everywhere.”

      “Let me drive.”

      “No.”

      “I have more experience than you.”

      “In your dreams, old woman.”

      Gran laughed. It was harsh, deep, and genuine, and I found myself liking how it sounded. I’d never really gotten to know my gran. Now, it looked like I had my chance to spend some quality time with her—if you tried to ignore the dead part.

      I wrinkled my nose at the smell of decay. Damn. I hadn’t noticed it before. Gran was starting to rot. We’d have to work on that.

      I felt sorry for my gran. It must have been terrible to feel so out of control of your own life. She couldn’t have been that senile if she knew they were planning to send her to Rusty Bones.

      But then again, I’d never had to deal with an aging parent before. And my aunts were very loving—just not my mother. I honestly doubted they would have forced their mother to a place she didn’t want to go unless they truly felt they had no other choice. Unless her health was at risk.

      “How did you know there were more... uh… recently undead?” I asked, pulling away from the stop sign.

      “I saw them,” she answered, nodding her head.

      “You went out?” I asked, surprised. “Alone?” Though she was dead, the idea of my tiny grandmother wandering the streets of Hollow Cove at night didn’t sit well with me.

      “Yes, alone,” shot Gran. “Don’t look at me like that. I can take care of myself. What else am I supposed to do? I don’t sleep. Don’t eat. My legs work, though maybe not as well as they used to. I decided to take a walk.”

      “I get it. But until we know why you were… raised… I think it’s better if you stay in Davenport House.”

      “No.”

      Good talk. “How many are we talking about?” I asked, thinking I should change the subject before she beat me with that cane while driving. “Four? Maybe five?”

      Gran peered out the window. “More like twenty.”

      “Twenty?” I sputtered. Damn. That’s a lot of dead people. “And they all came from the cemetery?”

      “That’s what it looks like.”

      Before I got into the Volvo, I’d called Marcus to warn him about the newer undead, but I hadn’t thought of asking Gran just how many.

      “Yeah. I know,” he’d said. “They appeared this morning around five a.m. I haven’t had a break since last night. Looks like they’re still arriving.”

      I wasn’t sure Marcus had meant arriving literally until I saw them with my own eyes.

      The dead. At least twenty-five of them now meandered through the streets of Hollow Cove on a bright Saturday morning. It was like driving through a zombie movie set.

      I pulled the Volvo to the curb and parked in front of Hollow Cove Security Agency. “I thought you said twenty?”

      “There were twenty before I left.” Gran pushed open the door and pulled herself out with great effort. My stomach clenched at the grinding and crackling of cartilage as she hauled herself onto the sidewalk.

      I got out of the car and stepped onto the snow-covered sidewalk, just as a black cat shot between my legs.

      “Watch it!” yelled the cat, its yellow eyes glimmering in the morning sun. “Can’t you see I’m a four-legged person? I have just as much right to walk here as you.”

      If I were a regular human, I probably would have fainted at a talking cat. Seeing as I was a witch, talking cats or any other talking animals was common. Just not talking decomposed kitties. One of its ears had fallen off as well as most of its fur, and I could see white bone through the holes of its flesh.

      Cats were among witches’ favorite animal familiars. They assisted with their magic through their sharing of energy. Looked like we not only had to deal with dead witches and other paranormals. I had to add dead familiars to that list.

      “How you doing, Hildo?” said Gran with a smile in her voice. “Funny seeing you here. Is Agatha with you?”

      “No,” said the cat. “I’m looking for her. If you see her, give me a holler. Will you? I’m going to her house to scare away the new tenants.” And with that, tail in the air, the black, semi-decomposed cat bounded his way down the sidewalk.

      Right. “Welcome to the Twilight Zone.”

      I pulled open the front door to the Hollow Cove Security Agency and held it open for Gran. The first thing that hit me was the overwhelming stink of rotting flesh, and I staggered as though I’d hit the wall of stink. The next thing that hit me was the sound of shouting voices.

      “Where are they supposed to go? I already have Harriette and Donald staying with me,” Martha shouted, her face red and her voice cracked like she’d been yelling for hours.

      I recognized Harriette from last night standing behind Martha—more like I recognized her dismembered right arm she was dragging. Guess the glue didn’t work. Next to her stood a tall black man in a dark suit, probably six-four, and just skin and bones—literally. Like if skin had been painted on a skeleton. He was so thin, it didn’t matter if I was looking at him from the front, back, or side. It all looked the same.

      Gilbert threw up his hands. “The town smells like a giant kitty litter box that hasn’t been changed in a year! It’s unholy!”

      Oh, goodie. Gilbert was here. And so were the thirteen undead from before. With the twenty-five outside and Gran, we were looking at thirty-nine walking dead.

      They were all huddled in the main room. Some stood while others sat clutching their fallen legs, arms, and other detached appendages I wished I’d never seen, but now I could never unsee.

      A dead woman held her severed head underneath her arm like it was a handbag. Just like the others, the newly arrived revenants were a mismatch of walking skeletons, to the fleshy, juicy sort of dead with their bodies ranging through the various stages of decomposition—hence the overwhelming, slap-in-the-face stink.

      I caught sight of a few animals, familiars, two large ravens perched on the shoulders of the dead, three dogs, and a dozen or so cats that looked like they’d just crawled out of a meatgrinder.

      The dead that still had flesh on their skulls and eyeballs were among the ones I could see were utterly shocked and confused. A handful even looked angry.

      “Shoo! Shoo!” cried Grace, Marcus’s administrative assistant as she gestured with her hands at two dead people leaning against her desk like they were a couple of dirty dogs. She made a face, pulled open a drawer, and began to spray air freshener over her desk and on any undead within reach. Glancing around, when she thought no one was looking, she sprayed herself with it.

      “Tessa,” called a familiar voice and I pulled my eyes away from Grace as she continued to assault the undead with her air freshener.

      The line of undead parted, and Marcus walked through. The dark circles under his eyes were an indication that the chief hadn’t slept at all since the undead had begun to appear. He also wore the same clothes I’d seen him in—a pair of blue jeans that fit his muscled thighs and thin waist perfectly. His casual shirt did nothing to hide the plethora of muscles rippling underneath. They made my hormones perk up in a way that was most probably inappropriate right now. My bad.

      His gray eyes fixed on Gran. “Is she another of the dead? Take her to Grace and see if we can start a file on her. See if she has any living family. Does she know who she is?”

      “I don’t need no file,” growled Gran, lifting her chin and looking about to curse Marcus. “I’m Eleanor Davenport, boy. You best remember who you’re talking to.”

      I gave Marcus a weak smile. “Uh, Marcus, this is my grandmother,” I explained, seeing the annoyed look on his face. “Gran, this is Marcus, my—chief,” I added quickly, feeling a flush rush to my face. My chief? I wanted to smack myself in the face.

      The fact was, I had no idea what to call our relationship. Was he my boyfriend? A man I was dating? Were we even exclusive? We’d never had a chance to have that conversation yet.

      A question high on her expression, my grandmother leaned forward. “He’s your chief?”

      Here we go.

      “He’s the town’s chief,” I corrected, feeling more like a fool. “Marcus Durand.”

      “Durand?” questioned Gran, her blue eyes squinting at Marcus. “Any relation to Martin Durand?”

      Marcus nodded with a hint of a smile on his face. “He’s my father. Do you know him?”

      “Oh, sure.” Gran turned her eyes on me. “He slept with your aunt Beverly,” said my grandmother. “Imagine that. You could have been cousins.”

      Moving on…

      “So,” I exhaled, rubbing my hands together. “What’s the news? Did you find out anything?” I was really hoping he had since I basically had nothing to explain why the dead were rising.

      Marcus scratched his jaw. “Only that they all come from the Hollow Cove’s Cemetery. I was hoping you had something for me, seeing as you went to the cemetery.”

      “I’d hoped so too,” I said, feeling a little bummed. “But we didn’t find anything. No markings. No symbols. Not even some ritualistic circle, or whatever necromancers do to raise the dead. Did any of the dead remember anything else?”

      Marcus shook his head. “No. So far, that’s all any of them remember.”

      “Damn. I was really hoping one of them did.”

      “We’re dealing with necromancers. Right?” asked Marcus, searching my face.

      “That’s what it looks like.” I let out a breath.

      A frown creased Marcus’s face. “Why? And why now? Why here?”

      Good questions. “I don’t know yet. But I’m going to find out.” I watched as Gran waddled over to a bald, sunken and shriveled, dried-up old woman who looked like a hundred-year-old corpse and began a conversation.

      I felt a warm hand squeeze mine and I turned to see Marcus holding it in his. “I’m happy to see you,” he said and pulled me closer.

      My skin tingled at his nearness. “Me too.” I drew in a breath of coffee, and the hint of something musky and male.

      Marcus’s gaze flicked to my gran. “She died about ten years ago. Right? I remember Ruth telling me once. Said her mother had taught her everything she knows about potion-making.”

      “Yes,” I answered, knowing what he was about to say.

      “She looks…”

      “Fresh.”

      A frown marked his face. “How?”

      “She probably did some spell before she died. Not that it matters, anyway.”

      Movement appeared in my line of sight, and I looked up to find Martha walking over.

      “You need to do something quickly,” she urged, a panicked look on her face. “He’s lost his damn mind.”

      Marcus pulled away from me. “What’s going on?”

      Martha pressed her hands to her waist. “Gilbert’s threatening to close down the town.”

      “Might not be such a bad idea,” answered Marcus.

      “What?” Martha threw up her hands, surprise cascading over her. “And how am I supposed to keep my business alive? I can’t afford to close. I’ll be ruined. Is that what you want?”

      Marcus closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “No. Of course not. But maybe we should.” At the sharp intake of Martha’s breath, Marcus raised in hands. “Just until we figure out what’s happening and the dead can return to their graves.”

      “And how long will that be?” asked Martha, exasperated in disbelief as she flicked a glance at me. “They can’t stay here for much longer.”

      “Why do you say that?” It was my turn to ask the questions.

      Martha lifted a hand and motioned to the mass of undead milling about. “Well, just look at them. They’re dead, hon,” she said, like I hadn’t figured out that obvious part. “They’re already decomposing. And there’s not enough glue in Hollow Cove to keep them from rotting away. Soon, there’ll be nothing left of them.”

      I looked past her to the throng of living dead. It was hard to see who was decomposing faster, but she had a point. I caught a glimpse of Gilbert and Gunner shoving each other like a couple of angry kids on the playground, arguing over who was going to get the next swing.

      Dread twisted in my gut. “You’re right. They can’t stay,” I said, my eyes going to my gran. “I’ll figure out a way to send them back.” My voice carried more conviction than I felt. “I need to do a bit more digging first.”

      “I’ll be here,” said Marcus. “Let me know if you find anything.” His gaze moved across the room to a large, burly man who looked like he spent more time in the gym than he did sleep. Cameron, one of his deputies, was waving at Marcus to come to him. “I’m moving the dead to the library until we can get this sorted out. It’s the largest building in Hollow Cove. I can’t think of another building that will support all of them.”

      “Oh, good. That’s a very good idea. And it has very good ventilation,” said Martha, digging down her large cleavage and yanking out a purple cloth face mask. “Trust me. You’re going to thank me later.” She tied the mask on her face and walked away.

      “See you later.” Marcus leaned in for a surprise kiss. “For luck,” he added with a sly smile, and I was tempted to nibble on those damn fine lips.

      I gave a short laugh. “I’m going to need more than just a kiss.” Trust me on that.

      I watched Marcus’s very fine behind until he disappeared in the mass of dead, wondering if we’d ever get some alone time again. Not for a while, it looked like.

      “Ow!” I cried, my tibia throbbing where Gran hit it with her cane. “Why’d you hit me?” I swore before the day was over, I was going to strangle that old, dead witch.

      “I hate repeating myself,” snapped Gran as she leaned on her cane. “I said,” she enunciated, with a roll of her eyes, “where to now? Or do you plan on leaving me here to rot with the rest of them?”

      “Now that you’ve mentioned it. I think I might do just that.” At her scowl, I added, “Come. We’ve got work to do.” Did I just partner up with Gran? Yeah, I guess I did.

      “What about all of them?” Gran pointed with her cane to the mass of dead folks. “This place is too small. Not with the new batch on the way.”

      New batch? “I know. Marcus says he’s going to set them up in the library. It’s big enough for all of them.” Hopefully.

      Not only did I have to figure out why the necromancers were raising them. Now I had to find a way to send them back somehow. It wasn’t right to let them wander around with their bodies liquifying. Some were, I swear. It was a shock to them and to us, and they deserved better than that.

      Martha was right. The dead weren’t part of the world of the living. I had to do something. And fast.

      “What do you know of returning the dead into their graves?” I asked Gran as we reached the front door.

      She took a moment before answering. “Grave magic?”

      “Is that what it’s called?” I still had so much to learn.

      Gran gnawed her gums together in thought. “Yes. Ghastly business. All that grave dirt. Never tried to raise the dead myself. Though my sister, your great-aunt Nora, who died before you were born, raised her husband back from the dead.”

      I was afraid to ask. But I was a curious beast. “And? Did it work?”

      Gran laughed. “Oh, she raised something all right. It looked like him, like your great-uncle Gerald. But it wasn’t.”

      I stifled a shiver. Uncle Gerald the zombie. “Well, you’re not a zombie.”

      “Thank the cauldron.”

      The fact that they weren’t meant something too. I just didn’t know what.

      I pulled open the door, stepped out, and cursed.

      The streets were teeming with the dead. I wasn’t looking at the thirty-nine revenants anymore. I was looking at around fifty-nine. It was like watching that circus act where clowns keep climbing out of a small car.

      “Damn,” I said, to Gran. “We’re going to need a bigger library.”
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      The rest of the day didn’t get any better. It got worse. Way worse.

      The dead kept on coming with no indication of stopping or even slowing down. The streets were swarming with them, and as I drove home with Gran, I spotted some townspeople helping to herd the dead to the library. It was the weirdest thing I’d ever witnessed, and I’d seen my share of weird.

      Marcus had barricaded the Hollow Cove bridge with yellow police tape and had stationed Cameron and Jeff to veer off any wandering humans. They were to tell them a massive leak had occurred in the town’s sewer system, which explained the smell if they were wondering why the town smelled like a million rotting rats. The last thing the town needed was for the human population to take notice. Yeah, that wouldn’t go so well. How were we supposed to explain all the wandering dead?

      “According to my Aunt Dolores,” I was saying, sitting on my new king-size bed, in my magically enlarged, fabulous attic bedroom, “about seven thousand dead lay in the town’s cemetery.”

      “That’s more than the living population in this town,” offered Iris, sitting cross-legged on my new, glorious Persian carpet. “You think they’ll all be resurrected?”

      The sound of sliding fabric pulled my attention to Ronin as he shifted in his chair. “That’s a scary thought.” He settled back, crossed his long legs, and laced his fingers over his middle. “Like a giant, dead, maggot-infested smorgasbord.”

      Great visual. “At this rate, the town will be overrun by the dead by the end of the week.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Iris looked eager as her dark eyes gleamed.

      “Same as before.” I exhaled. “We still need to figure out why the necromancers are doing this. They’re the only ones with the knowledge and power to resurrect a group of the dead, well, according to my research—and Gran. Witches can also raise the dead, but only one at a time.”

      “Grave magic,” agreed Iris, her eyes round with excitement and her face brightening. “I’ve always wanted to try it, but it’s not well perceived in the Dark witch community.”

      “Really?” I asked curiously. “I would have thought Dark witches were more inclined to that kind of magic. Or at least it was common.”

      Iris shook her head. “No. Dark witches don’t dabble in necromancy—or grave magic, as we like to call it. When you tamper with grave magic, you don’t get what you think you’re getting. You’re not going to resurrect a past lover or Grandpa Trevor or Aunty Joan. You’re resurrecting a zombie—a mindless, flesh-eating creature.” She looked from me to Ronin and said, “I heard of a witch back home who resurrected her dead husband.”

      “And?”

      “He ate her.”

      “Nice.”

      Iris shrugged. “That’s why we don’t do it. Necromancers are skilled at this grave magic stuff. They’ve been perfecting it for thousands of years. They pilot the minds of the dead. It’s what they do. They’re masters at it. They’re the only ones I know who can control a herd of the dead.”

      My shoulders stiffened with unease. “But this isn’t the same. This isn’t a herd of zombies. These are people—dead—but still people.” I sighed. “Something just doesn’t fit. If raising the dead means you get a zombie, why isn’t the town crawling with them now? What’s different?”

      “No idea,” answered Iris.

      We settled into a silence, all lost in our own thoughts. We’d all grown to know each other well enough that the silence wasn’t uncomfortable. My mind went over the events, trying to make a connection, and a stir of fear hit me. Something was wrong here. Things just didn’t add up.

      “I’m really digging this new room,” prompted Ronin, glancing around as the silence stretched. “But something’s missing.”

      “Like what?” I cast my gaze around my room, loving every detail, color, and material. “I think House nailed it. This room is totally me.”

      Ronin flashed me a smile. “It’s missing a giant mirror on the ceiling over your bed.”

      “Shut up.” Iris threw a cushion at him, hitting him in the chest.

      The half-vampire shrugged. “Everyone needs a mirror over their bed. How else are you to perform sexual excellence if you can’t observe your performance from every angle? It’s a vampire thing. It’s why vampires are excellent lovers.”

      Iris rolled her eyes. “See what I have to deal with?” she asked, though a smile curled her lips. I guess she liked the idea of a mirror too.

      “Tess. You’ve got that look again,” informed Ronin, clearly knowing where my thoughts lay.

      “What look?”

      “The one where your brain is trying to catch up to your thoughts. What?”

      My eyes moved from Ronin to Iris. “When necromancers use the dead for whatever purpose—”

      “To kill and to eat flesh,” interjected Ronin.

      “Right,” I agreed. “Once they’re done with them, do the dead return to wherever they crawled out of? Their graves or the morgue?”

      “No.” Iris shook her head as a frown creased her pretty face. “That would require too much magic. Usually, they just turn to ash. To animate the dead, the bodies are filled with so much grave magic to sustain them that once the magic is gone, they collapse.”

      Ronin leaned forward. “Brainy girls are the sexiest,” he purred, making Iris blush.

      “Okay, you two,” I laughed. “I’ll leave the room in a minute, but first I have something else to ask Iris.”

      Iris pulled her eyes away from Ronin. “Shoot.”

      “So,” I said, sitting straighter. “We know that necromancers are the only ones capable of resurrecting so many dead. We know the dead eventually will turn to ash after the necromancers are finished with them.”

      “That’s right,” agreed Iris.

      “Well. If the necromancers are resurrecting the dead, why aren’t they using them?” I asked. “Isn’t the whole point of raising them to make an army of the dead or something? So they can use them to do evil or whatever?”

      “It is,” agreed Iris. “Yes.”

      “But these aren’t zombies. They’re not the same. They all have their consciousness. They’re not being controlled.”

      “Until they are,” added Iris. “They could all turn, you know… into zombies.”

      A chill struck through me at the thought of my gran. “That’s a frightening thought.” Something occurred to me. “These resurrected dead… all have their souls. Right? I’m guessing it’s why they can’t be controlled,” I continued, knowing it to be true in my gut. “It’s why they’re them and not zombies. I think… I think until their souls are with them, they can’t be turned.”

      “Makes sense,” agreed Ronin, his eyebrows high. “But why? Why did the necromancers resurrect them with their souls if not to pilot them?”

      My head bobbed loosely. “I think it’s because they’re waiting for something,” I deducted, which under the strange circumstance we found ourselves, it made sense.

      “Like what? A full moon?” laughed Ronin. “Sounds more like a cliché, b-rated horror film.”

      Both Iris and I exchanged a worried look, my heart pounding as I read the certainty on her features.

      Oh, shit.

      “What?” asked Ronin, seeing our exchange. “You think I’m right? You never think I’m right.” He leaned forward. “Can I have that in writing?”

      “When is the next full moon?” I asked Iris, knowing this was something she would know. Iris was, after all, a walking Witchipedia.

      “Tomorrow night,” she answered, looking grim. “Tessa? You know what this means? They’re waiting for the full moon. I’m sure of it.”

      “It explains why we didn’t see anything at the cemetery,” I answered, my pulse quickening as a nauseating feeling of dread twisted my gut.

      Suddenly wary, Iris glanced from Ronin to Me. “And their power will be exponentially greater.”

      “Damn.” It’s no secret that the moon can enhance your powers and make for some amazing spells. Full moons weren’t just for werewolves, as it triggered lycanthropy. Yes, a full moon might bring out the monster in some people. I mean, the word lunatic derived from luna because way back when people believed the full moon was the cause of periodic insanity.

      Whatever these necromancers were planning, it was going to hit us at the next full moon.

      Ronin’s face took on a darker cast. “Okay. So we’ve established that these necromancers are a bunch of dicks. What do we do now?”

      Trepidation clenched my gut. “We’ve got two days to figure out what they’re planning and stop them. I think I might have another look around the cemetery. With the sun out, it’ll be easier to see if maybe we missed something.”

      Iris got to her feet. “I’m coming with you. Let me first go grab Dana.”

      Ronin leaped up, a roguish grin on his face. “Too bad there’re no zombies.”

      I raised a brow. “Why’d you say that?”

      Ronin flashed a wicked smile and rubbed his hands together. “’Cause I’m in the mood for killing zombies.”

      I opened my mouth. “You’re such a—”

      My bedroom door burst open.

      “You need to do something!” cried my mother, red-faced, her dark eyes gleaming. The only time I’d ever seen her face like that was when she argued with me and didn’t get her way.

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s your grandmother.”

      “Gran?”

      Panic hit, and before I knew it, I was tearing down the stairs two at a time. I could hear the loud thumping of Ronin and Iris following behind me. Part of my brain said I was being ridiculous to worry. The old witch had been dead a long time, but with all that was happening, all the rules had changed. I didn’t know what to expect. Could the dead feel pain? I was leaning toward a yes. Those with souls, maybe they did.

      A quick look in the kitchen, only to find it empty, left only one other option. I dashed to the living room, wondering where my aunts were.

      I found them. I also found Gran—and her friends.

      I covered my nose at the stench of rot and smoke as I glanced around the living room. Ten, recently resurrected dead lounged in our family living room, gathered around the television. Muddy footprints, mixed with wet snow and other things I dared not think about, soiled the gleaming hardwood floors and rugs.

      I tutted. “House is going to be pissed.” I always thought of House as an invisible butler. I was surprised House had let them in, in their decomposing state. Maybe House knew something I didn’t.

      “Get away from me!” Beverly was cornered by some dead man with a protruding belly and most of the flesh missing from his face, making him more of the skeletal nature.

      “I’ve been dying to see you again, Beverly,” he said to her. His laughter sent a wave of chills through me. “You’re just as pretty as you were back in high school. I’ll give you five dollars for a kiss. Twenty if you let me feel you up.”

      Oh. My. God.

      Dolores stood with her hands on her hips and a surgical blue mask over her nose and mouth. Her eyes were the only parts not covered, and they were shooting laser beams at Gran who pretended not to see her. Well, not actual laser beams, but close.

      Ruth, with an orange apron tied around her middle and pink rubber gloves, danced around the dead, picking up fallen flesh and scraps of limbs before dropping them in her bucket. She had already acquired what looked like three severed feet and a hairy arm.

      “Oh! You lost a toe,” she said, giggling, and handed what looked like a big toe to a dead woman who was sitting on one of the sofas. “Make a wish,” laughed Ruth. The dead woman didn’t. “If you give me a minute, I can stitch it back on,” she told her. “After I’m done stitching Mr. Duff’s arm and Mrs. Cousineau’s left foot, I’m all yours.”

      Only Ruth would be excited at the prospect of sewing the limbs on a dead person. Gotta love her. She even looked cute doing it. Like a backward version of Mrs. Claus. Only she wasn’t baking cookies and making cute outfits for the elves. She was stitching the decomposed limbs of the dead.

      “Gran?” I said stepping into the living room. “What’s going on? Who are all these people and what are they doing here?”

      Gran looked up at me. She took the pipe out of her mouth, exhaled smoke through her nose, and said, “What? The library’s full. They had nowhere else to go. Couldn’t leave them wandering the streets. Now could I?”

      And there you had it. Davenport House was now a hotel for the dead.

      Yippee.
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      The cemetery turned out to be another bust. There were no ritualistic circles. No sacrificial animals. No markings. No blood. Not a shred of evidence of any kind that a séance to resurrect the dead had taken place there. Even with the tombstones basking in the sunlight, we found nothing. Well, that’s not entirely true. We did witness a few of the dead crawling out of their graves, which was an eerie thing to observe.

      Every hour or so, another dead pulled themselves out of their grave. And so, while we were searching, we also took turns questioning the newly risen dead to see if they remembered anything since they were freshly out. You never knew.

      “The voice said, ‘Wake up,’” they all replied. It was all any of them remembered, which didn’t help.

      I’d texted Marcus before heading back out to the cemetery to let him know what we’d found, and he’d texted back that he was going to try and sleep for a few hours. He asked that I wake him up if I discovered anything important. Looked like he was going to sleep for a long while.

      After two hours of searching, walking through the knee-high snowdrifts and banks, and examining all recently upturned graves, I couldn’t feel my toes or fingers anymore. I decided to call it quits.

      “There’s nothing here,” I said, my voice quivering, and I started to shake from the cold. “Well, if there is… I can’t find it like this. I’m too cold. I’m a freaking witch icicle.” It would be stupid to keep going in this cold. “We could come back later when we’re warm.” I doubted we’d find anything. At least, not what we thought we were looking for. Maybe it was time to think out of the “cemetery box.”

      Iris was next to me. She stood clutching her arms around her body, shivering and trying to look like nothing was wrong. Her teeth were chattering, and her lips were a scary purple color.

      “Give me the keys. I’ll start the car and get it warmed up,” offered Ronin, who, very irritably, didn’t look that uncomfortable in the cold.

      “You’re not even wearing gloves,” I pointed out. I suspected the vampire blood in him was keeping him warm.

      The half-vampire shrugged. “It’s not that cold for me.”

      “I hate you.”

      Ronin flashed a smile. “You love me. Now. Give me the keys before you both freeze to death.”

      “I’m coming with you,” said Iris as I handed Ronin the keys and watched them jog back to the entrance where I’d parked the Volvo.

      My breath came out as misty white clouds as I stared at the cemetery. Dread and irritation had tightened my gut until I felt ill. Even as I stood there, freezing in the cold, the dead kept rising. Whatever spell the necromancers had performed was a powerful one. And it hadn’t stopped. It wouldn’t. Not until the full moon. The dead would keep rising until perhaps all of the dead buried here would wake. That was a scary thought.

      But then what? Why were the necromancers doing this? What would happen on the full moon?

      Movement appeared in my line of sight. Another dead slowly rose from his grave. I said his because the sheer size of him told me he was male. He was a tall, almost gangly man of indeterminate age. His face was far too decomposed to tell anything beyond that. Half of it was covered in a frosted gray beard, a sharp contrast against his dark skin—what little he had left. He wore a weather-beaten old winter coat over his off-the-rack dark suit.

      He looked around, saw me, and headed my way. Part of me wanted to run to the car before I dropped dead myself, but the other part had me rooted where I stood. Maybe this dead guy knew something. It wouldn’t hurt to wait. Yeah, it would. It would hurt like a bitch if I got frostbite.

      “Do I know you?” he asked, and when he was close enough, I could see he was missing his right eye. He also brought over the stench of rot, mixed with cat pee. Nice.

      “I don’t think so,” I replied, my teeth chattering.

      “You look familiar.” The dead man’s voice was deep, pleasant, and kind. It put me at ease immediately. When he placed his hands on his hips, I saw the hilt of a large knife sticking out in his chest.

      “You were murdered?” I blurted, which was more of a statement, gesturing with a trembling hand to his chest.

      “Yes,” he answered, sounding surprised. “How did you know that?” He narrowed his eye at me. “Can you read minds?”

      I wish. “There’s a knife in your chest.”

      He looked down surprised to see the knife, as though he didn’t remember it being there. “Oh. Look at this,” he said, and I squirmed as he pulled it out, the blade wet with decomposed, stringy entrails and flesh. “You are absolutely right. Clever girl.” He stared at the knife and then tossed it as he looked at me again. “I’m dead. But you’re not.”

      “That’s right.” I thought it strange that his murderer had bothered to put him in a grave. But it was a great place to hide a body—among all the other bodies.

      His one eye moved along the cemetery. “Why am I back?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I slurred like a drunk because I could barely feel my lips. If I didn’t get to somewhere warm fast I was likely to lose my lips and nose to frostbite.

      “Am I a ghost?” asked the dead man curiously. “I’ve always wanted to haunt Brian Miller. He stole something from me. Is he still around?”

      “No idea. And no, you’re not a ghost.” A ghost would have been a different case. Not better, since ghosts usually hung around because they still needed to do something or needed closure. The only good thing about ghosts was they didn’t smell and weren’t in the process of decomposition.

      “Do you mind if I ask you some questions?” I asked as I started to jog on the spot to try and jumpstart some warmth into me. So far it wasn’t working.

      The dead man smiled, and it looked as though someone had grated slices of lemon against his gums. I had to resist the urge to run. “Ask away. I’m Sam Jones by the way. And you are?”

      “Tessa,” I said, breathing hard as I continued to jog. “Tessa Davenport.”

      “Ah, yes. Now I see the resemblance. You look like your mother, Nora Davenport. Very beautiful woman.”

      I shook my head, though I was already shaking so it didn’t make a difference. “My mother’s Amelia Davenport. I think Nora was my great-aunt.”

      Sam looked confused for a while. “It seems I’ve been dead a long time.”

      “Sam,” I said, rubbing my tongue over my ice-cold teeth to ensure they were still there. “What is the last thing you remember?”

      Sam’s decomposed face frowned. “I was having a witch dual with Timothy Beaumont. He cheated.” He looked down at his chest, seemingly remembering being stabbed. “Solid objects weren’t allowed.”

      I blinked and peeled my eyelashes apart. Shit. I think I ripped a few. “You’re a witch. Aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Just like you, I presume. I never knew a Davenport who couldn’t spin a brilliant spell.”

      “You don’t know my mother,” I muttered.

      He stared at his hands. “Do you think I can still weave a spell? I can’t image a life without magic.”

      “Maybe,” I answered, remembering Gran doing some magic of her own. “Um, Sam. What do you remember after that? Did you hear a voice? Did you see someone?”

      Sam nodded. “Yes. I heard a voice. It said…”

      “Wake up?” I answered for him.

      “Yes,” he replied, highly amused. “How did you know that? You sure you can’t read minds?”

      “You’re not the only one who’s rising from the dead.” I gestured around the cemetery, just as another dead wobbled out of her grave in a long gray dress that could have been white at some point.

      “I see.” He scratched his head in thought, and a clump of his scalp fell at his feet. “Oh, dear. How unfortunate. My apologies.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve seen worse.”

      Sam knelt and picked up the part of his scalp that fell. He attempted to put it back on his head, but it kept sliding off. “Well, this simply won’t do.” Frustrated, and I believe, slightly embarrassed, he dropped it in his pocket.

      I was shaking so much now I could barely see straight. “I have to go. I’m going to freeze to death if I stay here.” Why hadn’t I looked for a spell to give me warmth?

      I jerked as Sam touched my shoulder and said, “Frigus sentire ultra.”

      Warmth coursed through my body like I’d just stepped into a hot tub, spreading through me in a second from where Sam touched me on my shoulder. I was warm again.

      I smiled. “Thank you. Guess you can do magic after all.”

      “It appears so.” Sam matched my smile, and now it didn’t even scare me. Okay, maybe a little still.

      “Did the Hollow Cove Library exist when you were alive?” I asked. When he nodded I added, “That’s where you should go. All the dead are there. You might even see some of your family and friends.”

      “I will,” replied Sam. “Thank you, Tessa.”

      I turned around and spotted the Volvo. Gray shoots of smoke were billowing from the car’s tailpipe.

      “Tessa,” called Sam, and I turned around at the note of importance in his voice. “I do remember something else.”

      My pulse quickened. “Like what?”

      “The voice I heard in my head… it was like hearing it in a dream.”

      I let out a sigh, a little deflated since I was hoping for something new. “Yeah. I figured it was something like that.” I made to turn back.

      “It said Margorie,” said Sam, and I froze but not from the cold. He gestured with a skeleton finger. “Yes. I remember it quite distinctively. The voice said Margorie,” he added happily. “The rest is a blur, unfortunately. I can’t remember.”

      “Margorie?” I tried to remember if I’d ever heard the name before, but I hadn’t. “Do you know who that is?” My heart rolled and sped up as I started getting ideas.

      Sam shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t.”

      Margorie. It wasn’t much, but it was something. “What about a smell or a noise? Do you remember anything else? Anything can help. Even if you don’t think it’s important. The smallest things can lead us to the biggest clues.” I had the distinct feeling that, since Sam was a witch, his witchy senses were more acute. That meant he could have sensed and felt something the other paranormals hadn’t. It was a longshot, but I was hoping I was right. But then again, Gran didn’t remember much.

      At a sudden loud honk, I glanced over my shoulder to see Ronin gesturing with his hands through the frosted glass of the driver’s seat.

      I held up a finger, only after I realized that I was wearing mittens. To Ronin, it probably looked like I’d just flipped him off.

      Sam’s expression shifted to a pensive, serious one. “A bright light,” he nodded.

      “That could have been from the spell,” I offered.

      “It was warm,” continued Sam, “and it smelled like oranges.”

      “Oranges?” I didn’t say anything, but I suspected that smell could be from one of the many stages of rigor mortis.

      “Does that help at all?” inquired the dead man.

      “Yes, it does. Thank you, Sam.” The dead man’s grin widened, which was truly a horrific sight. God, I loved my job. “Come find me if you remember anything else. Okay?”

      “I will, Tessa Davenport.” Still smiling, Sam walked away and joined that dead woman in the long gray dress. They shook hands, so I figured they didn’t know one another. But it was nice to see that even in death, you could still make new friends.

      When I turned back to the Volvo, both Iris and Ronin were standing next to it, talking to a tall blonde woman.

      Now that I was warm, I didn’t need to run so I walked over.

      “… it hasn’t stopped,” Ronin was saying to her. “They just keep on coming.”

      The woman wore knee-high brown boots with a matching short jacket. She was gorgeous, which explained why Iris stood with her arms crossed over her chest and a glare pointed in Ronin’s direction. She didn’t need to worry, though. Ronin was totally whipped.

      The woman looked like a model you’d see on the cover of Sports Illustrated, with her high cheekbones, perfect small nose, and full lips that would have made Angelina Jolie jealous. I was pretty sure she didn’t have an inch of cellulite on her.

      I’d never seen her before. I would have remembered someone that pretty. I had to blink several times just to make sure she was real.

      “You’re not freezing?” asked Iris when I reached them.

      “Sam—the dead guy—was nice enough to put a warming spell on me. I’m all better.”

      Iris raised her eyebrows. “You were there a long time. Did he say anything useful?”

      “He did. I’ll tell you later,” I said, my eyes back on the stranger. I wasn’t about to reveal what I’d just uncovered in front of this woman I didn’t know. Who knew? She could be the necromancer—a very pretty one. Maybe she’s the type who liked to roll around naked in grave dirt.

      “Hi,” said the gorgeous blonde after a moment of silence, and though she had on a short jacket, it was tight around her large chest.

      “Hi,” I answered, thinking I should try to be polite. “Are you looking for a dead relative?” I offered. “I’ve been around the cemetery at least five times. I know all the graves practically by heart.” I laughed.

      “No. But thanks,” she said, smiling, though somehow it didn’t feel genuine and lacked warmth. “I just thought I’d come to see what the fuss was about. Actually, I came here looking for Marcus.”

      I stiffened and could feel Iris’s eyes on me. “Marcus?” There was a familiarity with the way she said his name, and I didn’t like it.

      “Yes.” She turned her blues eyes on me and said, sticking out her hand. “I’m sorry. I’m Allison. His girlfriend.”

      And that, folks, was when I hit rock bottom.
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      I’m not sure what was worse. Being told by a complete stranger that the man I was starting to fall for had a girlfriend, or the fact that he had a girlfriend and never told me. Probably both.

      I stood and stared at her like an idiot. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” It came out a little harsher than I’d expected. My heart was pounding in my throat, and I was sure everyone could see it.

      The sudden flow of emotion was surprising and scary, causing my pulse to race. The memory of my night with Marcus, of all that passionate lovemaking, hit hard. It had been such a special night. Well, it had been to me. And I’m not talking just the physical part. I swear I saw actual stars. We’d also shared an emotional connection—a foundation, something to build on.

      Had it all been a lie? Did Marcus have some girlfriend tucked away that he never told me about? Had it been only about the sex?

      The betrayal was like a jackhammer to my gut. He’d never mentioned a girlfriend. If I had known about her, I would have stayed clear of the chief. Still, if she was his girlfriend, where had she been all this time? I’d been here for months, and I’d never seen her.

      I clamped down on my emotions. Marcus had only ever been kind, generous, and a loyal friend, if nothing else. I wasn’t about to take her word over his—at least, not yet.

      Allison withdrew her gloved hand. She must have seen something on my face that she didn’t like, and she narrowed her eyes slightly. “I said… I’m Marcus’s girlfriend. And who are you? I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

      “I’m a Merlin,” I blurted. Okay, not exactly sure why I said that, but it looked like when I was nervous, the mouth-vomit got worse. “I go by Tessa Davenport.” I go by Tessa Davenport? If I could kick myself in the ass right now, I would.

      Allison watched me with a curious expression that I wanted to play racquetball with. “O-o-o-kay.” She laughed, a sound that seemed like she practiced it a lot. “Tessa Davenport, the Merlin,” she said, her words crisp and mocking. “You’re a witch. I get it.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you know where I can find Marcus?”

      Yeah, I really didn’t like her. “Huh? That’s funny. Marcus never mentioned a girlfriend. Are we talking about the same Marcus? As in… the chief of Hollow Cove? Gray eyes? Black hair?” I was trying to keep the emotion out of my voice and my face blank, but I was pretty sure I looked like I was trying not to fart.

      Allison quickly masked her annoyance with a pleasant expression, but I could see her frustration. It remained to be seen when it would show itself again. I was betting on by the end of this conversation.

      Allison smiled falsely as she said, “I am. And why should he tell you anything?”

      Because I thought we were a thing? She’d said the last part like I was some crud she picked up on her expensive boots walking over here.

      Yup. Hate, hate, hate her.

      My eyes found Ronin, daring him to tell me who the hell this was. He’d lived here for years. If she had been involved with Marcus, he would have known. Seeing as he’s my friend, he would have told me.

      “Allison,” he said quickly, reading me well and jamming his hands in his pants pockets. “I thought you guys broke up months ago. I mean… are you back, back?”

      Allison brushed her long blonde hair from her face. “Yes, I’m back. We took some time apart. Couples do that sometimes. It was best for both of us. You know how it is, Roro,” she teased and reached out to rub his arm playfully.

      Roro? I looked at Iris and burst out in nervous giggles. The expression on her face was murderous, with a hint of “psycho serial killer” in her eyes. Guess I wasn’t the only one who’d started to hate this long-legged bitch.

      “What’s so funny?” demanded Allison, like I was supposed to obey her or some crap like that.

      “Gas,” I said, my eyes wide. “Whoops. Too much bran in my cereal this morning. You know what I mean?” It was Iris’s turn to snort.

      Allison continued to watch us suspiciously, so I took a moment to give her the once over. Definitely not a witch, I wasn’t getting any witchy vibes from her, but she was a half-breed all right. I was sensing a mix of cold energies and the scent of wet dog that were common to werewolves. But I was sensing something else too. She felt like… Marcus.

      Damn. She was a wereape.

      “We needed it, you know,” continued Allison, as though we were begging her to tell us this personal stuff. She stepped back from Ronin and pulled up her gloves. “But it was always just a break. It wasn’t permanent. We both made that clear.” She looked at me and said, “Marcus knows we belong together. Always have.”

      Iris made a hissing sound, and I swear she cursed Allison, or was going to. God, I loved that Dark witch.

      Even with Iris’s solidarity, I felt like I’d been hit in the gut with a two-by-four—twice. I wouldn’t lie. What she was saying about Marcus hurt like a sonofabitch, but I was done being hurt. And I still wasn’t quite convinced gorilla Barbie was telling the truth. At least, not all of it.

      Allison’s eyes met mine. “Have you seen him? You know where he is?” she asked again.

      “Hmmm?”

      “Marcus,” she said again, a little frustration in her tone as she dipped her head. She moved toward me, a shade too close for my liking. “Have… you…. seen… him,” she enunciated as though I was a simpleton.

      “No, sorry,” I told her, which was partly true. If what she was saying was true, I never wanted to see Marcus again.

      “Well,” she sighed, a fake smile stretching her pretty face. “He wasn’t in our apartment and he’s not answering his phone.”

      Iris’s eyes flicked to mine, making sure I didn’t miss that little slip of words. I didn’t. Marcus had never invited me to his apartment. Maybe that was the reason. It wasn’t just his. Maybe she still had her crap lying around.

      I shifted my weight. “Maybe he doesn’t want to talk to you,” I blurted. Okay, a little rude, but this hot blonde was really starting to piss me off.

      Allison didn’t say anything, and I watched the play of emotions as she stood there. A lot of resentment bubbled there, along with some anger. A bit of jealousy? Maybe. She drew herself up. She was taller than me, an inch or so, and for a moment I wondered if she was about to beast out.

      “The bananas are on special at Gilbert’s. Just, FYI,” I let slip, making both Ronin and Iris chuckle. Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. She was bringing out the evil in me.

      Allison glared at me, which dropped her beauty scale a mere centimeter. Guess I was right about her being a wereape.

      The tall blonde drifted closer to me, her posture having a barely relaxed tension. “Are you in love with him? Is that it? Is this why you’re being such a bitch?” She watched me closely, the narrowing of her eyes spoke of a possessiveness. She cocked a perfectly manicured brow on her perfectly sculpted face. “You are. Aren’t you?” she declared finally. “You’re in love with Marcus.”

      My face went on high broil at the condescending tone in her voice, and part of me wanted to kick her in the throat. “I’m not in love with him.” Was I? I wasn’t sure about that, but my feelings for Marcus were changing at a rapid speed. If he’d hidden this from me, there was no room to forgive. Not after what I’d been through with my ex, John.

      “Good.” Allison’s voice was flat and hostile. The way she was looking at me and the tension in her posture was like I was competition somehow. “Because you’d be wasting your time,” she added, with a slightly victorious tone. “Marcus and I have something special. It doesn’t go away just because we were apart.”

      “You call that special?” I laughed, ignoring Ronin’s warning in his wide eyes.

      Allison put her hands on her hips and fixed a smile on her face. “All couples go through hard times. They break up. They get back together. It’s what makes the relationship stronger.”

      I scoffed. “In what universe? Planet of the Apes?”

      Allison’s eyes were alight and savage. She moved closer until she was right in my face. At first, I thought she was about to hit me. And maybe I deserved it. But then she did something really strange.

      She angled her head, leaned forward, and sniffed me.

      The tall blonde pulled back. “You had sex with him. Didn’t you?” she said, and I tried hard to hide the surprise on my face.

      How the hell did she know that? Could she smell it on me? Okay, gross. Or maybe she was smelling Marcus? Still gross.

      “What? Is this true?” Ronin looked at me. When I didn’t answer he looked at Iris, which apparently was answer enough. “Why am I always the last to know?”

      Eyebrows high, Allison said, “And you think because you had sex with him that it’ll make a difference. That somehow that makes him yours? It doesn’t.” Her eye twitched, but her smile never faltered. “Marcus has had many flings… but he always comes back to me. Always.” She said the last part with a finality. Like it was written in stone or something.

      “Like a well-trained dog,” I told her. A shimmer of frustration crossed her, and I flashed her a catty grin.

      The word fling kept playing over and over in my head. Perhaps that was exactly what it had been. Perhaps I’d been fooling myself all this time. I didn’t know anything for sure anymore. The only thing I knew was that the more she sputtered words out of her mouth, the more I despised the woman.

      “Marcus has been around the block a few times,” she kept going. “Just look at him. He’s gorgeous. He’s a catch. Women have always thrown themselves at him in a desperate attempt to keep him, hoping to dig their nails into him and snatch him up. But he’s not theirs to keep.”

      Did she just call me desperate? “You speak of him like he’s your property. It’s kind of cavemanish, or should I say cavewomanish?”

      Allison laughed, and the sound made the hair on the back of my neck rise. “You’re a witch—oh, no wait—a Merlin,” she mocked, that fake smile stretching over her face again. “How can you not know our customs? That really surprises me, considering you’re a Merlin.”

      I frowned at the disdain in her voice as I crossed my arms over my chest. “Fine. I’ll bite. What kind of customs?” I’ll admit, I didn’t know much when it came to wereapes. I’d gotten a glimpse back at the Allegheny Tionesta Creek Campsite when I went to fetch Marcus, but other than their fight over their new alpha, I didn’t know much.

      Allison looked at Ronin and then at me. “He’s my mate.”

      I shrugged. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “It doesn’t matter that Marcus hooked up with a human or with a little tart of a witch while I was gone. We’ve been matched for more than a decade. He’s my mate. And we mate for life.”

      I moved closer. “Call me a tart, one more time. Please.” I pulled on the elements around me, feeling the tug on my will, my aura, as they answered. I was going to make this bitch fly.

      Allison took a step back, sensing the sudden pull of magic all around. “We were always meant to be together. He might have had a fling with you to pass the time. Men have needs, as you well know, but it means nothing.”

      I pursed my lips. I had nothing to say. Maybe she was right. I didn’t know. But I feared if I opened my mouth, a spell was about to go off, and I couldn’t be responsible for blowing up Marcus’s mate—true or not. No matter how much I wanted to.

      Allison stared at me, a satisfied expression on her face, seemingly thinking she’d won whatever battle this was. She squeezed Ronin’s arm. “It was nice to see you again, Roro,” she purred.

      “His name is Ronin,” growled Iris, her pale face marred with red blotches.

      Allison ignored Iris’s little outburst. “We need to catch up. I’ll see you later, Roro.” Yeah, she did that on purpose. I had a feeling most of the females in Hollow Cove hated her.

      And with that, she turned around and walked away.

      There was a sudden blur of black, and Iris shot forward.

      Instinctively I reached out and grabbed her by the hood of her jacket to pull her back before she did anything crazy, like claw Allison’s eyes out, which is exactly what I think she was about to do.

      “Easy. Down, my little witch,” I told her, though part of me wanted to see Iris curse the tall blonde.

      “I’ve got a herpes curse with her name on it,” she seethed.

      “I know.” My gaze moved over to Ronin.

      “I didn’t know,” he told me, his brow wrinkled in worry at the expression on my face. “I thought they were over. She’s been gone for almost a year before you came here. I didn’t know about the mating thing, so you can stop with the angry eyes.”

      “I’m not angry with you.” I held on to Iris as I watched Allison get into the driver’s side of a black and white Land Rover.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” said Ronin as moved next to me, “but you haven’t heard Marcus’s version. The dude’s not a bad guy. I mean, I never really liked him before, but that was because he has really great hair.”

      At this point, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear anything from him, but he deserved the benefit of the doubt. I knew he cared about me. Perhaps, just not the same way I cared about him. “Were they serious?”

      The half-vampire shrugged. “Well, yeah. I think so.”

      “How long were they together before their breakup?” Their time apart, as Allison had put it.

      Ronin raked his hands through his hair. “I don’t know… eight years maybe?”

      Eight years. That was an eternity in today’s world. It meant that Marcus was a serious, committed guy. It could also mean she was right about them too.

      “She’s a wereape. Isn’t she?” I asked, though I already knew the answer as I watched the Land Rover pull out from the curb.

      “Yes,” replied Ronin.

      “Don’t believe her,” said Iris. “She’s a lying, conniving bitch. She’s jealous of you. I saw it on her face.”

      I watched as the Land Rover tore down the street, just as part of my heart tore out of my chest.

      “It’s fine,” I told them both. “If what she says is true, she can have him.”
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      Tomorrow night was the full moon, and I wasn’t any closer to finding out why the dead of Hollow Cove kept on rising.

      I’d been given my Merlin license back, and I couldn’t help but feel like I wasn’t living up to it—at least, not yet.

      After I told Iris and Ronin about the name Margorie, which neither of them recognized, I dropped them off at his place and went straight home. I didn’t feel like confronting Marcus about what Allison claimed she was. I had enough drama in my life right now. That could wait. I needed to see if my aunts had uncovered anything useful about the dead or if they knew anyone by the name of Margorie.

      Besides, I didn’t trust Allison. My witchy instincts were usually right, and this time, they told me she was lying. I had to give Marcus the benefit of the doubt until we could talk.

      I took a sip of coffee, watching Gran from across the kitchen table through the living room cheat at a game of cards with a fellow dead man. I saw her pull a card from under her sleeve. There had been about ten undead people in the living room, lounging in the chairs and sofa, when I left earlier today. Now I counted at least fifteen.

      Ruth had prepared her famous chili con tofu for dinner, but with the constant waft of rot that came from the living room, no one seemed particularly interested in eating. Not to mention she kept walking into the kitchen, swinging her bucket cramped with appendices, looking for more glue or thread. It didn’t boost one’s appetite.

      “And he heard the name Margorie?” questioned Dolores as she pondered what I’d just told her and Beverly about my trip to the cemetery.

      “Yes,” I answered. “He also saw a white light and smelled oranges.”

      A smile blossomed over Beverly. “That sounds like a party I went to in the seventies. We were all naked… covered in orange peels singing Dancing Queen.”

      Yeah, I didn’t want to know. “The white light is probably residual magic from the necromancers.”

      “That fits, yes,” replied my Aunt Dolores.

      “Maybe this Margorie lives here?” I said, feeling a déjà vu with the whole Estelle Watch and Patricia Townsend again. “Maybe she knows what’s going?” It was a longshot, but at this point, it couldn’t hurt to ask around about Margorie.

      “Could also be one of the necromancers’ names,” commented Dolores, her eyes serious. “Think about it. Maybe what Sam heard was part of a conversation the necromancers were having between them.”

      “Yeah. Maybe you’re right. I just wish we had more on this conversation.” I looked across the kitchen to Gran. “Maybe I’ll ask Gran if she remembers more.” I made to stand up just as Beverly let out a harsh laugh.

      “Good luck with that,” she said.

      I sat back down. “Why?”

      “Because the last time someone interrupted her game she cursed them,” Beverly ground out, her face flickered with resentment.

      I gave a short laugh. “What? She did? Who did she curse?” My eyes went to Beverly’s hands only now noticing the faded pink blisters. Damn.

      Beverly shot her dead mother a glare, though the other woman never saw it. “It took Ruth an hour to come up with a counter ointment. Lost all Martha’s manicure too.”

      I looked over to Gran again and saw her head tilted slightly in our direction. Yup, the old witch was eavesdropping.

      “So, you think the necromancers are going to show up at the cemetery tomorrow night?” asked Dolores, sitting at the head of the kitchen table. Though she asked me the question, she was staring at her mother in the living room.

      “Gin!” yelled Gran from the living room, her wide grin showing off her one tooth.

      “As of now,” I replied, smiling at Gran. “It’s the only lead I’ve got.” It wasn’t actually a lead, but it was all I had.

      “Look at them all… liquifying on the couch,” said Beverly as she filed her nails, her gaze on the dead in the living room. “By this time tomorrow, I’ll never get the smell out of my hair. My sex life is over. Just over.”

      “Why do you say that?” I asked.

      A look of frustration flashed over her. “Would you sleep with a man who smelled like a corpse?”

      “You have a point.”

      Dolores pulled her eyes away from the living room and focused on me. “Well, you can count on us for tomorrow night. We might not be able to bend the ley lines,” said my aunt, a smile on her face, “but we still have some fight in us.”

      “The necromancers are doomed.” I matched her smile, reassured for the backup from my extremely experienced aunts.

      Dolores lost her smile as she let out a long breath. “I’ve been doing a bit of digging of my own in the old books.”

      “And?”

      “Well, not only can they animate and control corpses, but they can also access knowledge stored in dead brains. I found an annotation from a witch called Thelma Lightfoot, who believed necromancers could inhabit corpses with their consciousness, like a parasite.”

      “Nice,” I said, feeling ill.

      “The thing is,” continued Dolores, fear shimmering behind her eyes. “Raising that many dead takes a tremendous amount of energy. And you don’t channel all that power because you’re feeling in the mood. You do it because you want something. To gain something.”

      I shifted in my seat. “Gain what?”

      “Hollow Cove,” she answered plainly. “To conquer the town. To take over. To rule over this magical place.”

      The blood left my face and settled somewhere around my gut. “You can’t be serious?”

      “I’ve never been more serious.”

      Beverly looked up from her nails. “Sorry, darling, but you’re always serious.” She laughed.

      I looked at Dolores’s face, not liking the dark cast there. “What is it? Did you find out something else?”

      Dolores’s eyes met mine. “That’s the problem. I didn’t.” She leaned forward, wrapping her long fingers around her coffee mug. “I couldn’t find anything about why these…” she lifted her hand and gestured toward the living room, “dead are still themselves. I’ve been at it for hours. And it’s all the usual stuff. Necromancers pilot the dead, using their magic to make them their slaves. They don’t think. And they certainly don’t play cards. They kill. That’s all they do. But I found nothing to explain this. Nothing. Something doesn’t feel right.”

      A whisper of unease pulled me straight. “I feel the same way. We’re missing something. I just don’t know what…”

      “I’ve got Mr. Johnson’s leg!” Ruth rushed into the kitchen, a smile on her face. She lifted the bucket with a leg in it, like that was supposed to explain it all. A brown stain smeared her left cheek that I did not want to think about. “It feels so nice to be needed. Doesn’t it?”

      “Our needs are very different,” said Beverly sourly as Ruth disappeared back into the living room.

      “What’s the matter with you?” asked Dolores, watching Beverly with her brows raised. “You had that same face when the prices of condoms went up.”

      “What’s the matter?” Beverly dropped her nailfile and glared at her sister. “Carlos canceled our date tonight, and I just got off the phone with Alan who says he’s come down with something and can’t make our date tomorrow night. Well, I’ll tell ya what that something is.” She wrinkled her face in distaste, picked up her nail file, and began filing her nails again. “It’s those damn dead people in our house. That’s what. The dead are cramping my style.”

      We all sat in a long silence, drinking our coffee. The only breaks in silence were the shrills from my grandmother cheating in her card game and Ruth’s excited chirps as she sewed on more limbs.

      The dead were conscious. That was important and was the only piece out of place. It had to be the key to what was happening. Only I didn’t know what that was at the moment.

      The dead were awake, so to speak. Apart from the obvious dead part, they were all fully functional. And from what I’d seen, the dead witches could still do magic.

      Something occurred to me. “Witches channel their magic through their auras. Right?” I asked, my heart suddenly pounding.

      “Yes,” Dolores nodded. “That’s right. What are you getting at?”

      “Well, I met a dead witch in the cemetery today and he performed a warming spell on me—I’ll explain later—and Gran can conjure her magic as well.”

      “Unfortunately,” growled Beverly as she shot her mother a glare.

      “They have their souls,” I answered. Now I was convinced. “It explains the awake thing and the magic thing.”

      “Yes,” agreed Dolores. “I think you’re right. The dead have their souls. I don’t see how that changes anything.”

      With a heavy sigh, I leaned back in my chair. “I think it does. I just don’t know how.” But I was onto something. I was sure of it.

      I looked up and glanced around the kitchen. “Where’s my mother? I haven’t seen her since I got back.” I’d only just thought of her, which didn’t come as a surprise. She’d forgotten about me most of my life, so I guessed I was starting to forget about her.

      “Locked up in her room,” answered Beverly. “She hasn’t come out since before you left to go to the cemetery.”

      A buzz came from my phone on the table. I glanced at it, seeing Marcus’s name, and turned it off. He’d called four times in the last hour. I guessed Allison had found him.

      “You two had a fight or something?” Beverly put her nailfile down and picked up a red nail polish.

      “No. Nothing like that.”

      “Then why aren’t you answering the poor man?”

      I clenched my jaw. “It’s complicated.”

      Beverly raised a brow at me. “Spill it. I want to hear this.”

      “Leave Tessa’s personal life alone. It’s none of our business,” said Dolores, though her tone suggested otherwise.

      Beverly let out a puff of air. “Oh, please. She’s family. It makes her personal life our business.” Her green eyes met mine. “Go on, darling. What’s the matter? Is he having trouble… you know…” she flicked her finger up in the air and moved her brows up suggestively.

      “Oh, god, no,” I said horrified. I was not going to talk about Marcus’s equipment with my aunts. “There’re no issues in that department. He’s very… knowledgeable.”

      Marcus had been the perfect lover I’d always imagined he’d be. I never had to tell him a thing. He knew exactly what to do and how to do it, which only proved what Allison had said to be true. He was experienced in the sack.

      “That’s a relief,” said Beverly, as she brushed the red nail polish expertly on her fingernails. “You don’t know how many men I’ve had to break up with because they thought a clitoris was a French wine.”

      Dolores spit the coffee from her mouth. “I can never unhear that.”

      Neither could I.

      Beverly giggled like a high school girl. She looked at me and said, “Go on then. What’s the matter?”

      I sighed heavily, pulling on that question I’d been pondering in my head for the last hours. “What do you know about mates?” I asked finally, my stomach clenching.

      Beverly shrugged. “When you’re this gorgeous, I mate with whoever I want.”

      Dolores rolled her eyes. “Do you mean mates as in with the other half-breeds? Werewolf mates?”

      “Yeah.”

      Dolores leaned back and lapsed into a thoughtful silence for a moment. Then she said, “Well. Mates are like soulmates, if you believe in that sort of thing.”

      “I don’t,” interjected Beverly. “Soulmate is a word invented by ugly women because no one wants to sleep with them.”

      “Ignore her.” Dolores flicked her eyes back in my direction. “If you take werewolves, for example, each werewolf has a mate. They usually find their mates after their first shift, which is normally once they reach adulthood… eighteen or nineteen, I believe.”

      “How do they know it’s their mate?” I asked.

      “Their scent,” she answered. “It becomes addictive to them. Mates are very possessive of each other, especially the males. But females can be too.”

      I chewed on my lip for a second, anticipating the next question I wanted to ask. “Can they reject their mate?”

      Dolores watched me, and I could see the thoughts forming behind her eyes. “What does this have to do with Marcus?”

      Beverly dropped her nail polish on the table. “Did he try to mate with you? I mean,” she laughed, “I know you’ve mated… I mean the other mate thing. The bond thing.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not it.” I glanced at my aunts. “Do you know who Allison is?”

      Beverly cursed. “That tall blonde with that sizable ass is here?” She said it with such vehemence that I nearly burst out laughing.

      “She and Marcus used to be a thing a long time ago,” said Dolores. “But they broke up and she left. Have you seen her?”

      Oh, yeah. “Yes. She came to the cemetery when I was there. She was looking for Marcus.”

      Realization dawned on Dolores. “And she told you he was her mate.”

      “She did.”

      Beverly reached out and patted my hand. “Don’t worry, darling. If they broke up, they were never truly soulmates.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in that?” I told her.

      “I don’t,” Beverly answered, flashing a smile. “I just wanted to cheer you up.”

      “Thanks.” I felt miserable, and I hated it.

      “He’s with you now,” said Dolores, watching me closely. “I wouldn’t worry about her. He chose you.”

      But I couldn’t help it. She’d come back for Marcus. That part had been obvious. And I had a feeling she wasn’t going to give him up without a fight.

      But I was a fighter too. And I had great big lady balls on my side.

      Bring it on, Allison.
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      If Dolores was right, as she usually was, we had ourselves a necromancer war on our hands, right here in Hollow Cove.

      If they wanted our town, we needed to protect it with everything we had. Like hell I would let some creepy, grave magic users come here and destroy what I held dear. Hollow Cove was my home and the only real place that felt like home to me. I wasn’t about to let some masters of the undead take it from me.

      Sixty-three of the dead buried in Hollow Cove had risen so far, according to Gran. That was a lot of auras to channel. They were going to use all these poor souls as puppets in their takeover to try and kill us. The idea of Gran becoming a pawn, seeing her lifeless eyes and watching her attack people or one of us, sent bile rising my throat, nearly choking me.

      I wouldn’t let the necromancers turn Gran into a flesh-eating zombie. I’d kill them all before I let that happen.

      If I was right this time, and the necromancers were going to use the full moon to supercharge their powers, we were going to need the entire town’s help.

      And that included Marcus—a.k.a. King Kong.

      We needed muscle, and from what I’d seen, Marcus was somewhat resistant to some magic, to a certain extent. I was hoping that also included grave magic.

      But before I did anything else, I had to square things with him. Well, I needed to speak to him and not on the phone. This was a conversation where I needed to see the other person’s reactions to see if there was any truth to what Allison had said.

      Seeing as he was also the chief, and neck-deep in the undead, he needed to know what I’d discovered and what my aunts and I were planning tomorrow night.

      Having lady balls meant I was strong and fearless. It also meant I refused to wallow in self-pity, so I had to take charge. If something like Allison’s comments bothered me, I was going to do something about it.

      Right now.

      I didn’t feel like driving around town looking for Marcus, especially at night. What’s the point in bending ley lines if I couldn’t do it whenever I wanted?

      Plus, I was lazy—let’s be honest—and riding the ley lines was thrilling and exciting. Might as well get my witchy juices flowing before I was hit with some bad news.

      Just as I reached out and tapped the ley line from Davenport House’s front door, I felt eyes on me and turned around to see Gran watching me from the living room. She had the strangest expression on her face that I didn’t understand.

      Shaking it off because I’d ask her about it later, I drew in my will and reached out to tap the ley line. A blast of energy hit me as it answered. I felt it in my body, my bones, vibrating with its power like a rushing river, ready to sweep me away.

      And then I jumped.

      My body sped forward in a howl of wind and colors as energy rushed through my head, my body, everywhere. The houses on Stardust Drive rushed past me in a blur, the streetlights and Christmas lights like lines of light, as though I was traveling on warp speed in space aboard the Starship Enterprise.

      I wasn’t sure where Marcus was. He could be back in his apartment or he could be in his office. I could have called him, but where was the fun in that?

      If I rode this ley line straight through, as I had multiple times before, I’d end up in New York City. Yeah, not good.

      Drawing up my will, I pushed on the ley line until I felt a sudden release as the lights and images slowed so they weren’t blurred anymore and I could make them out. I spotted the gray building of the Hollow Cove Security Agency to the left of the ley line’s trajectory.

      Focusing on the building, I leaned my energy, concentrated on the ley line, and yanked it over to the left, my eyes never leaving the gray building. And like an elastic band, I manipulated it. I bent it until I could feel its trembling energy beneath my feet and could see it race across the street, right through the center of Marcus’s building.

      I let go and rushed forward.

      Within a second, I was in the Chief’s building, gliding along the hallway and to his office like a ghost. No one could see me. I could get used to that.

      The hazy faces of only about four dead passed me by. I even caught of glimpse of Grace’s scowl as I shot past them. I searched everywhere, but Marcus wasn’t here.

      The library.

      I let the ley line pull me right through the building and back onto the street. I spotted the library right away, seeing as it was only a few blocks away. So, once again I bent the ley line, pulling where I needed it to go.

      “I should be giving out lessons,” I said, seeing as the more I bent the ley lines, the easier it got. “Paid lessons.”

      I recognized Marcus standing on the sidewalk with someone. The said someone had long legs, blonde hair, and a serious amount of cleavage. I wasn’t expecting to see Allison, but at this point, I really didn’t care. I needed to talk to Marcus.

      I focused solely on the sidewalk next to him and picked a spot where I needed to go, knowing I was about to jump.

      Just as I rushed forward with the ley line, things got weird.

      First, the ley line slowed without me willing it to do so. And then a dark shape appeared in the ley line—with me.

      My breath caught. Adrenaline pounded in my veins as the shadow solidified into the shape of a man—tall and fit with silver, luminous eyes. His face was neither handsome nor unpleasant, but it was the face of indeterminable age. He could be forty, just like he could be ninety. His graying hair and beard were trimmed perfectly, matching his expensive dark business suit. He had the look of a well-groomed businessman or a college professor, though I knew he was neither.

      Yup. This was definitely the same guy I’d seen in the ley line when I was with Willis during our Merlin trials.

      Fear cascaded over me and had me nearly jump out the ley line as my skin about crawled off my body.

      But this was my ride, and he wasn’t invited.

      “You a witch?” I asked, surprised at my boldness. Whatever he was, he was powerful enough to jump a ley line with me in it. He’d also stopped us from moving. I had to keep that in mind.

      The guy just stared at me, which was truly strange, seeing as we were both at a stand-still inside the ley line.

      “What do you want?” I tried again.

      “I just want to talk,” said the man, thing, demon, whatever. I was surprised his voice wasn’t eerie and guttural but more even-toned and articulate, like a lecturer.

      I pursed my lips. “You had no business hitching my ride.” I stared at his silver eyes and couldn’t help but stifle a shiver. “You know, I’m kinda busy. So, if you don’t tell me what you want, I’ll just be on my way.” The thought that he might be a necromancer came to me, but then, why had he been in the Montevalley Castle labyrinth? Not a necromancer. Something else.

      He took a step forward, and the smell of rotten eggs filled my senses. The more we stood here, the more I was certain he wasn’t a witch, but I didn’t move. I wouldn’t show this guy any fear.

      “Your powers have grown,” he said, seemingly pleased. “It’s very impressive the way you bend the ley lines like that.”

      Oh, shit. “Don’t know what you’re talking about. I just ride them, same as everyone.” I stiffened, reaching out to the elements as I readied a power word. Part of me had always known that one day someone would be looking to get a taste of my newfound skills. I just never expected it to be so soon.

      Just like in the labyrinth, somehow this guy had felt me bend the ley lines. And I didn’t like it. What did that make him? A witch? A demon? Or something much more powerful?

      The eerie stranger chuckled. “You can’t lie to me, Tessa. I know all about you. I know more about you than you do yourself.”

      O-k-a-a-a-ay. Not creepy at all. Creepy guy knew my name. I really didn’t like that.

      I steeled my face into what I hoped was a confident expression. “Good talk. But… I’ve got to go.”

      The stranger frowned. “Ley lines are powerful. Few can manipulate them. Fewer still can bend them. It requires an enormous amount of energy, concentration, and skill just to stay connected to a line. Yet, you’ve demonstrated a huge amount of control and aptitude with the ley lines.” His silver eyes gleamed. “You may want to rethink how you use them in the future. You might attract the wrong kind of attention.”

      “You mean like you?” My mouth went dry when I realized where this was headed.

      The stranger laughed, revealing straight, too-perfect teeth. His silver eyes glowed brighter suddenly, and my eyes widened when a rush of ley line energy flowed into me.

      I gasped. “Stop that.” Damn, he was obviously skilled with the lines, much better than me.

      A smile, scheming and satisfied, filled his unholy silver eyes. “You can do so much more with the power of the ley lines. I can teach you, you know.”

      My pulse hammered. “You want to teach me? Why?” Not going to happen, buddy.

      The stranger pulled on the sleeves on his jacket, the smile still on his face. “Why not?”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      Uneasily, I straightened, blowing out my angst as I shifted my weight. I was going to have to be more careful about bending ley lines from now on if it meant creepy dude would show up whenever I used one. Or worse, more creepy dudes.

      I’d had just about enough of him. “I’ll be leaving now.” I flicked my gaze to the sidewalk. Seeing Marcus still there gave me a sense of courage.

      Irritation creased the stranger’s forehead. “It’s rude to leave in the middle of a conversation.”

      “I don’t care.” I made to move—

      A rush of ley line energy hit me. I couldn’t move my legs or my arms, as though a blanket had swaddled me tightly.

      “What did you do? Let me go!” I said, not as scared as I thought I ought to be. Fear wasn’t what settled around me. It was anger—lots and lots of anger.

      His eyes were unblinking. “We still have lots to talk about. Things you need to know.”

      “Not if I kick you in the throat.” I ground my teeth, my anger drawing upon the ley line energy around me. “Let me go. I won’t ask you again.”

      The man sighed. “You’ve got quite the temper. Why am I not surprised?”

      “Seriously?” I growled.

      He shook his head. The glow of the line energy lit his face with ugly shadows. “This isn’t how I envisioned our first conversation would go.”

      “You’re not a witch. Are you? Who are you?” The way he’d said it was like he’d been waiting to speak to me. I felt a familiarity there too that I didn’t like.

      His silver eyes fixed mine. “Someone who’s been taking an interest in you for a very long time.”

      I tensed. Yup. That was my cue to leave.

      Steeling myself, I reached out and drew the ley line’s power into my core—and pushed out.

      I winced at the pain, at the burning sensation in my body, my veins. But I didn’t let go. Not until I felt a release of the stranger’s hold on me. The ley line’s energy flowed back to the line in a warm wash. Breath held, I shook from the spent adrenaline.

      “Hah! Not so tough,” I said to the stranger, pleased with myself. But when I looked back at where he’d been, he was gone.

      There was a snap, like the letting go of an elastic band. And do you know what happens when an elastic band is stretched back and then released? It flies.

      I was catapulted out of the line like a slingshot.

      And crashed head-first, right into Allison’s boobs.

      Whoops.
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      Okay, technically not her boobs since she was wearing a light blue cashmere sweater under her opened jacket, but my face was squished right between the girls.

      Allison screamed and shoved me off of her, making me fall to the ground in a heap of snow.

      “Oh, my, god!” she shrilled. “She just attacked me! That bitch just attacked me!”

      I brushed the snow from my face and pulled out the hair from my mouth. “I did not. I don’t think anyone can get past your booby-proof vest.” I laughed. She wasn’t laughing.

      Allison glared at me. “You did that on purpose.”

      “Oh, give me a break.” I realized I was still in the snow, and I didn’t feel like getting up.

      Lips tight, she held her head high with her eyes fixed fervently on me. “You did. You’re just trying to push me from Marcus,” she said, her voice domineering and cold.

      “By falling into your breasts? How’s that work?”

      “How did you do that?” Marcus’s hand dangled before my eyes. I took it and he pulled me to my feet.

      “What?” I brushed the snow from my thighs and butt. “Fall into her breasts?”

      “Stop saying that!” howled Allison, her pretty face screwed up in a frown. She was going all hysterical now with her hands clenched into fists. Oh, dear.

      Marcus laughed. “You were in a ley line. Weren’t you?”

      “I was.” I looked over my shoulder, not sure what I was expecting to see. It’s not like that demon—because that’s what I thought he was—would be standing there. I’d only just seen him in the ley lines. Maybe he couldn’t walk on our side of the world. Fully-fledged demons couldn’t stay in the world of the living for very long unless they had a supply of human souls to prolong their stay—or shared energy, like in the case of a witch’s familiar.

      So, if I was right, he was using the ley lines to travel. It was smart. I’d do the same thing if I were him.

      Still, it didn’t explain his interest in me.

      “What is it, Tessa?” Marcus put his hand on my shoulder. “Did something happen?”

      I couldn’t help but notice the flicker of anger that flashed across Allison’s face at Marcus’s touch. It made me all fuzzy inside.

      “We think the necromancers are planning something tomorrow night,” I said instead. I figured I should keep the silver-eyed demon to myself for a while until I figured out who the hell he was. The last thing I needed was for Marcus to get all caveman protective, especially not when I wasn’t sure what his relationship with Allison was.

      “Hel-l-l-l-o,” cried Allison as she cut in next to Marcus. “Aren’t you going to arrest her or something?”

      I burst out laughing. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Marcus looked confused. “Why would I arrest Tessa?”

      Allison ignored me. “She”—she pointed to me, as though we didn’t already know she was referring to me—“just tried to kill me.”

      My jaw fell open. “You know… you do crazy really well.”

      “You saw that,” continued Allison. “She just appeared out of thin air. She attacked me. I want her locked up.” She crossed her arms over her large chest, like it was supposed to be final or something.

      I sighed. “Okay. I’m sorry I fell into your breasts, but it was an accident.” I would have much preferred to fall over Marcus, in a bed, naked…

      “See what I mean?” said Allison, frustrated. “Ever since I told her I was your girlfriend, she’s been trying to spell me or something.”

      “Total lie,” I shot back. “I haven’t spelled you with chlamydia.” Yet.

      Horror flashed across Allison’s face. She pointed at me again. “See? See! This witch is crazy. Get rid of her. I want her gone now.”

      I pressed my hands on my hips. “Is that a threat?”

      Marcus’s expression was laced with a tired irritation. “Allison,” he said suddenly. “You’re not my girlfriend. Why did you tell her that?”

      Huh? Well, what do you know? Liar, liar, pants of fire.

      Movement caught my eye, and I spied Martha trying to flatten herself on the nearest electric pole, which was technically impossible, as she listened in on our conversation.

      The tall blonde’s demeanor went from angry, jealous ex-girlfriend to soft, purring kitten. Damn. She was good.

      Allison placed a hand on Marcus’s chest. “I told her the truth.” Her voice was so sincere, so honest, I nearly threw up in my mouth. “You and I both know we belong together. We made a promise to each other.”

      Marcus moved Allison’s hand from his chest, and I watched the emotion flicker behind his eyes. “I’m not having this conversation here with you right now. We’re in the middle of a crisis.” The tempo of his voice and the tightening of his brow told me there was a lot more to their history.

      Allison gave me a winning smile. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere. But I’m going to need help bringing my stuff up to our apartment. You think you can send Jeff or Cameron to help?”

      Damn, she was not giving up, but I had more important things to discuss with Marcus—like the dead and the necromancers who were going to control them. As chief, he needed to know what we’d come up with. “Marcus, we need to talk.”

      Allison’s lips pressed together, and her lanky stance went tight. “Why don’t you find yourself your own man instead of stealing another woman’s man,” she shot back and I heard Martha’s unmistakable loud gasp. Great. Now the whole town would think I was trying to steal Marcus from Allison. Tessa Davenport, the dirty mistress.

      Pissed, I turned my eyes on her. “Oh, relax, gorilla Barbie.” Oops… that just flew out. Honest.

      Allison set her jaw, her eyes darkening. “What did you call me?”

      “Do you really want me to repeat it?” I asked her, hearing Martha laugh. It was kinda nice to have such a welcoming audience.

      Allison was really starting to get to me. I had heard from Marcus’s own lips that she wasn’t his girlfriend, so that filled me with a sense of relief, though it didn’t explain the mate thing. Seeing Marcus’s reaction to her words, I was beginning to realize this whole thing might be a bigger problem than I’d anticipated.

      Marcus let out a growl, and Allison and I both snapped our attention to him.

      “I’ve had enough,” he said. “I don’t need this right now. I have enough happening in this town without having to deal with the two of you.”

      “Hey,” I protested. “She started it.” Totally immature, but Allison had a way of rubbing me the wrong way.

      Allison gave me a wicked smile, like she’d won some secret battle with me. The woman was truly infuriating. It was decided. She was going to wake up to a nice case of chlamydia tomorrow.

      “Tessa,” came Marcus’s voice, and I pulled my attention back to him. “You were saying you think necromancers are planning something tomorrow night? What kind of something are we talking about?”

      I let out a breath. “Well, it’s not a hundred percent sure,” I said, speaking fast. “But my aunts and I think they raised all these dead to use them against us. They think they’re going to try and take Hollow Cove.”

      Marcus swore and raked his fingers through his glorious dark locks. “And you think this is happening tomorrow night? Are you sure?”

      No. “Pretty sure. See, it’s the full moon tomorrow.”

      “Damn.” Marcus’s face was hard. “You’re right. Tomorrow’s a full moon. I usually keep track of it. It’s when the weres get all bent out of shape. Well, the young ones, especially. I can’t believe it slipped my mind.”

      “Not your fault,” I told him. “You’ve been busy with all the crazy.” I cast my gaze around the dark street, seeing a couple of the undead chatting with some of the town’s people. Martha had left her post and was having a chat with the dead woman I recognized as Harriette. The dead woman’s eyes were round as she watched us with great interest. It seemed Martha’s gossip didn’t stop even though you were dead.

      I felt eyes on me and turned to find Allison’s glare under her perfect makeup. That wereape was starting to get on my nerves.

      “What is the Merlin group planning?” asked the chief.

      I flicked my gaze over to Marcus. “My aunts and I are going to set up a perimeter around the cemetery. We’ll strike hard and fast. Can’t take any chances. Not with our town.”

      “How many are we talking about?” he asked, his hands on his hips and a grim determination on his face.

      “No idea,” I told him. “It only takes one—a very powerful one.”

      “Marcus,” whined Allison. “What about that coffee you promised?”

      I raised my brows questioningly at him. Seeing as he avoided her question and the possible coffee, I felt an in. “Can we go somewhere and talk?”

      Marcus didn’t seem surprised at all by my request, more like he looked a little anxious. “Sure.” He pressed his hand on the small of my back as we moved away.

      “Marcus!” cried Allison, her frustration loud and clear, making me smile.

      “Be right back, Allison,” he called over his shoulder, sounding annoyed.

      “She likes to get what she wants,” I said as we trudged through the snow.

      “You have no idea,” he admitted.

      Emotions ran high in me as we walked in silence. I had no idea what Marcus was going to tell me. Maybe he was going to try and do the noble thing and give his relationship with Allison another shot? Or maybe this mate thing was an everlasting bond that couldn’t be broken. Or maybe Allison was a lying ape and none of it was true? Yeah, didn’t think so. But whatever was, I would have to deal with it.

      “Witchy Beans Café is still open,” he suggested, and I looked over to see the warm yellow lights spilling out of the windows. “We can talk there.”

      I gave him a tight smile, my heart pounding so hard I thought it might burst out of my chest and fall into the snow at my feet. “Sure. That sounds—”

      A sudden burst of terrified screams erupted behind us. They were of such savage intensity, the kind that indicated something truly terrible was happening, it was hard to tell if they had come from a human throat.

      The hair on the back of my neck crawled. Both Marcus and I spun around toward the voice to find Martha standing in the middle of the street over a fallen Harriette. Her face had gone pale under the streetlight. The witch’s eyes were wide in fear, and her mouth was open in horror.

      Marcus shot forward first and crossed the street with me right behind him.

      “Help her!” cried Martha as we reached her. “Help her, please!”

      I stared at the undead woman in the street. Harriette thrashed around like a dying ant, flailing her arm and legs twitching madly in wild torment. She let out a harsh, rasping scream and convulsed in repeated agony.

      Harriette was dead. The dead weren’t supposed to feel pain, but she did. I had no doubt in my mind that this dead woman was in buckets of pain. Ice licked up my spine at what I saw. What the hell was this?

      Harriette continued to thrash weakly, letting out whimpering little cries.

      “Do something!” howled Martha, her cheeks streaked with mascara.

      I had no idea what do to. I had zero experience with the dead or undead as my heart ached at the pain I saw on Harriette’s face. I had to stop her suffering. I wasn’t learned in healing magic, but I knew a spell that might help.

      I fell to my knees next to Harriette and raised my hands—

      With a burst of sudden brilliant light, I blinked as Harriette’s body sparkled, like her skin was painted with millions of tiny diamonds. The diamonds then detached themselves and hovered above the body, slowly coming together in a ball of light, like a tiny sun.

      “What the hell?” mused Marcus above me.

      Mesmerized, I stared at the tiny glowing ball of light as it hovered for a moment. Then it zoomed past us like a pixie on steroids and shot down the street toward a tall figure.

      A man stood in the shadows across the street, waiting. He wore a black fedora and matching dark suit. A briefcase hung in his hand, but he stood too far away to see his face clearly.

      What happened next was at the top of my weirdest-things-to-ever-happen-in-my-life list.

      The man swung his briefcase around, balanced it on his right arm, and opened it. The ball of light darted right into it, as though it was being pulled in somehow, like the briefcase had sucked in a breath. The man snapped the briefcase shut, turned, and walked away.

      I stood up slowly, not understanding what I’d just witnessed. “What the f—”

      And then Harriette’s body exploded into a cloud of ash.
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      Have you ever tasted the ash of a dead person in your mouth? It’s even more disgusting than it sounds.

      I heaved and heaved again as I tried to spit out all of Harriette’s ash from my mouth, my tongue, and my teeth. I’d had my mouth open at the moment of explosion, so I got a pretty large dose of ash in there. Forget mouthwash. I was going to have to rinse out my mouth with bleach when I got back to Davenport House.

      I moved over to a clean patch of snow and shoved a large handful into my mouth. You would have done it too. Trust me.

      “You okay?”

      I spat out the snow and turned to see Marcus wiping down his coat. He’d also gotten hit by Harriette’s spontaneous explosion, though it didn’t appear he’d been hit in the mouth like me.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be okay after that.” A whimper caught my attention. Martha was on her knees, her hands sifting through the pile of ash that was left of her friend, sobbing hysterically. I spotted Allison, her face white, the disgust obvious, as she stared at a sobbing Martha. I wasn’t sure if the disgust was about seeing Martha sob or the ash remains of her friend.

      “Any ideas what that ball of light was?” questioned Marcus.

      I wiped my mouth, noticing a few gray ashes in his hair. “I think that was her soul.” Martha let out another howl at my mention of her friend’s soul, and a piece of my heart broke. I could never unsee how Harriette died—for the second time. The pain and her screams would stay with me forever. You couldn’t forget something like that.

      A dark frown materialized on Marcus’s face. “Her soul? The necromancer took her soul? Why? They animate the dead. What would a soul do for them?”

      I whipped my head around and spotted the necromancer stalking down the street at a leisurely pace. “No idea. This is new to me too. But I’m not going to let him do that to anyone else.” I narrowed my eyes. You’re going to pay for that.

      “Wait.” Marcus grabbed my arm and held it tightly. “Let’s go get your aunts first. If he’s stealing souls, that’s some serious magic. I don’t know what we’re dealing with. And apparently, you don’t either.”

      He had a point.

      “Right.”

      Another scream filled the night air, followed by a tiny ball of light speeding through a space between the buildings, lighting up the street like a falling star as it zoomed away and disappeared in the direction I’d last seen the necromancer.

      They were kind of pretty, if you ignored the fact that they were actual souls.

      I shook out of his grip. “There’s no time. We’ll lose him if we wait for them.”

      Marcus watched me for a moment. “I’m coming.”

      “No. I’ll be faster with a ley line.”

      Gray eyes pinned me, and I thought he was going to argue with me. “Fine. What are you going to do?” He held a tad of a warning in his tone, like I was about to do something crazy and foolish. Maybe he was right.

      “I’ll keep him busy while you go call my aunts.” I had no idea how I was going to do that. I thought I’d just wing it when I found him.

      We’d been wrong about the full moon, which meant I had no idea what the necromancer was planning. The fact that he could steal souls from the dead was some serious magical mojo. He was a powerful sonofabitch, which would make this more difficult.

      Shouts and screams came from somewhere in the distance followed by three more balls of light streaming through the night sky and disappearing around a corner of a building.

      Marcus’s gray eyes were pinched with worry, seemingly having read the uncertainty in my face. “Be careful. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Always.” I reached out my senses and pulled on the nearest ley line. I knew I’d be alerting the silver-eyed demon again, but I couldn’t think about that right now. I had to stop the necromancer from stealing more souls. But why? What need would a necromancer have with the souls of the dead? It wasn’t to have a tea party. I had to stop him.

      A blast of energy hit me as the ley line answered. With my will, I reached out and pulled it toward me. When I felt its power vibrating in my body, I jumped.

      My body sped forward in a wail of wind and colors as I rushed toward the last spot I’d seen the necromancer. The memory of Martha’s heart-wrenching cries and Harriette’s pain filled me with rage. Rage was good. Rage fueled me with a little extra power and a touch more of my own magical mojo.

      So far, I saw no sign of the silver-eyed demon, but it didn’t mean he wouldn’t show.

      I didn’t know how the necromancer managed to steal the souls of the dead, but it was extremely painful. It had to stop. I had to stop him.

      A second later, I arrived at the spot where I’d seen the necromancer, only he wasn’t there anymore.

      Damn. Energy rushed through me as I yanked the ley line slower until I could make out buildings, trying to see where that bastard necromancer was.

      A flash of light was followed by another scream from somewhere down the next block.

      My rage and anxiety poured through me. “Follow the screaming.”

      I pushed forward, buildings blurring past, and then I found him.

      The necromancer stood next to the town gazebo in the middle of the town square, his briefcase open as he balanced it on his right arm, just like before. I cringed as another soul slipped into it.

      Bastard.

      Pissed, I lowered myself into a crouch—and jumped.

      “Gotcha!” I said, landing next to him. No idea why I said that.

      The necromancer blinked in surprise at the sight of me. His black fedora covered what was unmistakably a bald head. From what I could see, he had no eyebrows or eyelashes. His skin was pale, the color of new snow, with matching white eyes except for the tiny black dots of his pupils. He looked like an accountant, not a soul-stealing necromancer.

      He snapped his briefcase shut and watched me with an eerie curiosity, no doubt probably trying to figure out where I’d just come from.

      Yeah, I didn’t have time for this.

      I reached out to the elements around me and shouted, “Accendo!”

      A ball of fire burst out of my hand and I thrust it at the necromancer.

      With a pop, he vanished.

      I blinked and looked around, but he was gone. My fireball went through the spot where he’d been standing a second ago, only to explode on the left side of the gazebo. The fire roared and the gazebo went up in flames like it was made of tissue paper. Whoops.

      “Oh, shit. Oh, shit.” I couldn’t stop the fit of nervous giggles that took over. Now, I’d gone and done it. I burned the town’s gazebo. Nice going, Tessa.

      “What have you done!” howled a familiar voice. “Have you lost your mind!”

      “It was an accident. I swear,” I told Gilbert as he rushed over, his expression full-on horror as a bit of spittle slid down the sides of his mouth.

      Gilbert’s face fell. “You’ve killed our gazebo,” he cried, as though I’d killed one of his cherished pets. “Why would you kill our gazebo? What did our gazebo ever do to you?”

      I took a step back from the heat of the flames, the fire taking on the shape of a huge bonfire. “You do realize it’s not alive. Right? It’s just a bunch of pieces of wood.” I laughed and quickly sobered up at the murderous look in Gilbert’s eyes.

      “Just pieces of wood, eh?” A large vein throbbed on his forehead. “You think this is funny. Do you?”

      “I’m truly sorry about the gazebo, Gilbert. It was an accident,” I repeated. I floundered in my brain, trying to remember the power word for water, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what it was. Looking at the state of the flaming gazebo, it was already too late.

      “You are a wicked, wicked witch,” growled Gilbert, pointing one of his grubby fingers at me. “You should have never made Merlin. I’m going to write to the North American Board of Merlins about this. You just watch me.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him it was an accident again, but I knew there was no point. “I am watching you. All I see is a giant pain in my ass.” He opened his mouth to object, but I cut him off. “A necromancer is loose in town, by the way. I’m trying to stop him.”

      “Really?” mocked Gilbert, his eyebrows high. “Well, you’re doing a piss poor job of it. Why don’t you go find him instead of burning down our town!”

      It was my turn to frown. “I’m not burning down the town.” Well, maybe just a little.

      Gilbert’s scowl deepened. “I’ll be deducting the damage from your pay.”

      “What?” I demanded incredulously, knowing a gazebo that size probably cost over five thousand dollars, if not more.

      “You heard me.” Hands on hips, he stared at me with a satisfied expression. “You burned it. You pay for it.”

      Clamping my mouth shut, I turned away and rushed down the street before I did something even more stupid, like roast the little owl shifter.

      My heart thrashed and my breath came fast. Another soul whipped past me, and having lost sight of the necromancer, I did the only thing I could. I followed it.

      With just a thought, I reached out, took hold of the nearest ley line, and jumped as I willed myself to pursue the soul. It was like my own taxi service, my magical Uber.

      It didn’t take long to find the necromancer again; it was a small town.

      He stood with his back to me, but when I realized he was standing in front of the Hollow Cove library, my heart sank.

      “No, no, no,” I panted, knowing most of the dead were in there.

      I watched as he put his briefcase on the ground. And then it hit me.

      Once the briefcase was open, all their souls would be toast, and then the dead in the library would all wither to dust, just like Harriette.

      I had to stop him.

      Still kneeling, the necromancer pulled the top of his briefcase open.

      I yanked out of the ley line and shouted, “Inflitus!”

      A hammer of pure kinetic energy slammed into the briefcase, making it shoot into the air and twist on its own before falling back on the ground and smashing shut. But beforehand another five souls disappeared inside.

      A little voice inside me told me to destroy the briefcase. I listened without hesitating. I pulled on the elements, drew in my will, and let loose as I roared, “Evorto!” at the top of my lungs.

      I unleashed everything I had into a blast of kinetic energy, which struck hard against the briefcase, causing an enormous sound of screaming steel as the briefcase exploded into a column of searing red flame. Then the briefcase blasted into millions of pieces.

      A demonic voice howled. The necromancer whirled around, true anger on his face as he watched the pieces of his briefcase fall to the ground around him.

      My vision darkened as the magic of the power words took their payment. But I steadied myself, ready for anything.

      Imagine my surprise when the necromancer didn’t do anything.

      With a pop of displaced air, the necromancer vanished once more. The footprints in the snow were the only evidence he’d ever existed. The bastard was gone.

      “You did good, Tessie.”

      Startled, I turned to see Gran standing next to me. “Gran? Where did you come from?”

      “I was on my way to the library to see Freddy Mendez when I saw you, so I followed you,” she answered, leaning laboriously on her cane. “I used to date him before your granddaddy.”

      I moved forward and snatched up a piece of the shattered briefcase to examine it. “Not good enough,” I told her, twisting the piece of burnt leather in my fingers. “We lost a lot of the dead today.”

      “Twenty-five.”

      “Twenty-five? That many?” A panicked fear licked through me. Horror joined in at the thought of all of them suffering like I’d seen Harriette suffer. I didn’t know how Gran knew this, but I didn’t ask.

      She nodded. “It could have been worse. We could have lost everyone, but we didn’t. Thanks to you. It was clever of you to go for the briefcase. Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “I don’t know. It just made sense.” I looked down at my dead grandmother. When I realized the necromancer could have taken her soul too, I got worried. Then angry.

      “Why did you leave the house?” I asked, my voice harsh.

      “I went for a walk.”

      “No more walks,” I ordered, ignoring the deep frown on her wrinkled face. “You’re staying in Davenport House.”

      Irritation flicked over her face. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      “I am now. I’ll tie you up if I have to, old woman.”

      Gran snorted. “I can break through any bonds. Rope being the easiest.”

      “Please, Gran.” I sighed. “It’s for your own good. Okay? I don’t want you out of Davenport House. Not until we figure out what’s going on. I might have beaten the necromancer tonight, but he’ll be back.” That I was sure of. All those dead people now made sense. He’d raised all of them for the souls. He wasn’t about to let one damaged briefcase get in the way of all of the others.

      “That’s no necromancer, Tessie.”

      “What do you mean?” Dread bubbled up at the worry in her tone.

      Gran gave me a sad smile before she answered. “What you saw tonight is much worse. That was a soul collector.”
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      Have you ever heard of a soul collector? Yeah, me neither. But as I sat at the kitchen table, accompanied by my mother, aunts, and Iris, we were all getting an up-close and personal introductory course by none other than my gran.

      Given the way my life had typically progressed, I probably should have guessed that what came next could only be worse—as in a soul collector.

      Gran took a drag of her pipe. “A soul collector is a demon,” she informed us, her voice a harsh whisper like she was telling a ghost story to a bunch of kids. I had the distinct impression she was enjoying herself. “A demon with an insatiable appetite for mortal souls.”

      “Cauldron help us,” said Ruth as she exchanged a worried glance with her sisters. She stood with her back to the counter next to the sink, and a bucket with an arm hung in her trembling hand.

      Gran’s dead squatters were in the living room, silent, waiting on Gran’s every word. As soon as we’d arrived back at Davenport House, Gran had told her dead friends what had transpired. They’d all gone quiet then with the same fear mirrored in their dead faces.

      Smoke blew from Gran’s mouth. “Yes. He’s a demon. But not just any regular stinking specter from the Netherworld. Oh, no. He’s a Greater demon, if you’re wanting to know the class. They’re powerful, evil creatures, with supernatural strength and speed. They’re smart, cunning, and extremely dangerous.”

      “And their briefcase?” I asked, unable to resist.

      Gran gave a slow nod. “They use their briefcase to sever the ties between a mortal soul and their body—and to eventually cause a soul’s true death.”

      Gasps went up from the assembled dead in the living room. Once a soul suffered a true death, that was the end of the line.

      “He has a thirst for mortal souls,” continued Gran with smoke shooting out from her nostrils. “The more souls he collects, the stronger he becomes.”

      I leaned forward, my elbows on the table. “How do we kill him?” I had a few power words I could use on him. The one that made your opponent explode came to mind.

      Gran’s eyes blue met mine. “You can’t.”

      Well, that’s not good. “Are you sure?”

      “Are my eyes blue?”

      “I don’t believe it,” countered Dolores, her features hard. “All demons can be vanquished from our world. It’s just a matter of finding their weakness.”

      Gran scowled. “You calling me a liar?”

      Dolores cocked a brow. “I just don’t believe he can’t—ow!” She jerked back, clapping her hand to her arm where Gran had hit her with the blunt of her pipe. She glared at her mother. “I think I’ll call Rusty Bones and see if they still have your room available.”

      Gran’s lips moved, but nothing came out.

      “I didn’t call you a liar,” continued Dolores. “I just think you’re wrong.”

      “I’m not,” replied Gran, the pipe hanging on her bottom lip.

      “You’re not all-knowing,” declared my mother with a laugh. “You’re not a goddess. You can be wrong, you know.”

      Gran sucked on her pipe. “Have you ever faced a soul collector?”

      My mother shrugged. “Well, no, but I don’t—”

      “Then shut up,” snapped Gran. “I know what they are. And I know they can’t be killed.”

      My mother glowered at Gran, but she didn’t say another word. Instead, she picked up her phone and started skimming through it.

      The kitchen settled into an uncomfortable silence of unspoken fears. I looked over to Iris sitting next to me with Dana on her lap. She glanced at me and shook her head, looking defeated.

      The silence was interrupted by Beverly as she poured herself a generous glass of red wine.

      “We better figure something out soon, or all these…” she looked over to the living room, “dead are going to suffer their true death. And that means you too, Mum.”

      Fear gnawed in my gut like a cold ice cube pressed against my belly. I’d seen with my own eyes what the soul collector did to the dead. I’d seen their pain and heard their screams. I couldn’t let that happen to Gran. I had to find a way to stop him.

      “You think I don’t know that?” Gran took a puff from her pipe, casting a dark glare at her children with smoke dribbling from her mouth.

      “Give me that.” Dolores grabbed the wine bottle from Beverly and filled up her glass. I was surprised when she tipped the glass to her lips and downed the entire thing in one gulp.

      “Gran,” I said, waiting to get her full attention. “You say we can’t kill the demon. But I was able to destroy his briefcase. I don’t get it.”

      Gran and I had waited for another hour after I’d destroyed the briefcase to see if the soul collector would show up again, but he didn’t. The only ones who showed up were my aunts.

      “His briefcase is only a supernatural object he uses,” answered Gran. “It’s just a tool.”

      “So, we just keep destroying them until he has none left,” offered Iris. “It could work.”

      Gran looked over to the Dark witch. “I wish it were that simple. But he has an everlasting supply of those briefcases. He’ll be back. He’s got a lot more souls to collect.”

      “Why’s he waiting to collect them?” I asked. “And why only a few at a time?”

      Gran sucked on her pipe quietly for a moment. “Souls need time to replenish. He could collect them as soon as they returned to their bodies, but they wouldn’t be as strong, as potent. They wouldn’t be fully charged, if you will. Souls are energy, a person’s lifeforce. And just like people, each soul is different. They don’t all replenish at the same rates. He’s going for those that are ready to be taken.”

      Bastard. I leaned back into my chair, my focus working overtime. We’d been so wrong about the necromancers. At least necromancers were mortal, and mortals could be killed. We would have had a fighting chance.

      But a soul collector was a whole new territory for me and my aunts. Even Iris had never heard of them when I’d asked her earlier.

      The feelings of dread and anger tightened my gut into a tight ball. The sweet smell of wine, usually soothing, only wound my tension tighter. I also feared that the soul collector would come back and I’d have to watch him take more souls, knowing I couldn’t do anything to stop him.

      A quiver went through me. It didn’t look like he was about to stop until every soul in the Hollow Cemetery, every dead loved one, was his.

      I felt as if I was going to throw up, but I hadn’t lost my nerve. I wasn’t going to give up.

      “Okay. Okay,” I said, seemingly trying to convince myself that I would figure this out. “So, what do we know about demons? They can’t stay in our world indefinitely… and they usually need the cover of darkness. Right? They can’t stand the sun.”

      “Yes. That is true,” replied Dolores as she stared at her empty glass of wine.

      “So, he’ll only come back during the night. The souls will be safe during the day.” It wasn’t much, but it was something. And it gave us time to come up with a plan.

      I rubbed my temples, feeling a giant migraine on its way. “There’s got to be something we’re missing.” I pressed my hands back on the table. “This demon, this soul collector, comes to collect souls. Right? We know demons can’t cross over so easily.”

      “Yes, that logic is sound,” commented Dolores.

      I wiggled in my seat. “But he did cross over. And he did something to the dead in the cemetery to make them rise. He couldn’t have been able to do it from the Netherworld. Right?”

      “That’s right,” agreed Beverly as she took a sip of her wine and lowered her glass to the table. “He must have crossed over the night the dead started to rise.”

      “So, how did he cross over the first time?” A thought occurred to me, and my heart slammed into my chest. “Someone conjured him,” I said, making Beverly gasp. But Dolores’s slight bobbing of her head told me she agreed with me.

      The thought that we had someone in this town so sick to actually conjure a soul collector had bile crawling up the back of my throat.

      “Don’t be silly,” said Ruth, dismissing me with a wave of her free hand. Something slimy flew off of her rubber glove and latched itself onto the kitchen table next to my full wine glass. “No one in Hollow Cove would do such a thing.” She laughed softly. “We’re a family, silly. Families don’t turn on each other.”

      “Sure they do,” muttered my mother as she looked up and shot daggers at Gran.

      Gran caught that and gave my mother a knowing, one-tooth grin. Gray smoke coiled from the corners of her mouth.

      Ruth was shaking her head, an innocent smile on her face. “No. I don’t believe that. No one in our small town would do that. I know they wouldn’t.”

      “Then, you’d be wrong.” Gran watched the table as she sucked on her pipe. “The only way a soul collector crossed over to our world is because someone made a deal with him.”

      Crap. Tension furrowed my brow. “A deal? Like a contract?” I leaned forward, my pulse hammering. If it was a written contract, maybe if I found it, I could destroy it.

      Gran nodded. “A soul collector won’t waste his time and energy if there isn’t something worth his while. He can’t just resurrect the dead either. He needed a contract with a living mortal. He can’t collect mortal souls unless someone made a deal.”

      “Can the contract be broken?” I asked, fishing for an answer.

      Gran gnawed her jaw as she thought about it. “I’m not sure,” she replied with smoke spilling from her mouth. “Perhaps.”

      Good enough for me. “Let’s say we manage to break this contract. What happens to the souls?”

      Gran leaned back in her chair. “If the contract is broken, I would have to assume all the souls would be safe. But that’s just a guess. I really don’t know, Tessie.”

      I sighed through my nose. Still, that was something. “What about the souls he took?” I already knew the answer, but I was hoping I was wrong.

      Sadness flashed in my gran’s eyes as she said, “I’m afraid it’s too late for them.”

      I swallowed hard. “And the dead? What happens to them?” I looked at Gran, feeling a tightness in my throat at the idea of losing her when I’d just started to get to know her.

      A knowing look flashed in her eyes. “They’ll return to their places of rest.”

      A small flicker of relief washed through me. “So, that’s what we’ll do. If we can’t kill the soul collector, the next best thing is to destroy the contract.” The knot of worry in me eased, and I leaned back into my chair.

      “Don’t get too excited,” expressed Dolores with concern pinching her brows. “It all sounds fine now, Tessa, but you’re forgetting something. We have no way of knowing who made the deal. How are we supposed to find out? It could be anyone?”

      “Margorie.”

      The name just slipped out of my mouth. I had forgotten about Margorie, the name the dead Sam had told me he’d remembered before waking. Now, with that name on my lips, everything was beginning to take shape. The pieces were beginning to fit.

      Iris straightened in her chair. “Ooh. That’s right. The name Sam gave you. It has to be her.”

      “Margorie.” Beverly watched me, her eyebrows high. “You think that’s who made a deal with the soul collector?”

      I nodded. “I do. Whoever she is, she must have been desperate and out of her mind to make a deal with a soul collector. But she did.”

      “And stupid,” interjected Gran. “Don’t forget stupid. The worst things in the world are made by stupid people.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder why anyone would make such a deal, especially with a demon. What reasons did she have? What was her motive? Did she hate the people in this town to the point of getting rid of all the souls of our dead?

      “I think Tessa’s right,” announced Dolores. “What Sam heard was the deal between Margorie and the soul collector. He would have had to say her name if he was reciting the contract, and her name would have been written there. Her name would have bound the contract. Sealed the deal.”

      Something else occurred to me. “What did she ask for?”

      Dolores poured herself some more wine. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if she offered the soul collector the souls of the town’s dead, what does she get in return?”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” said Gran, looking at me proudly. “You need to ask yourself the smart questions.”

      “Her soul?” offered Beverly, tapping a red manicured finger on the tabletop. “He is a soul collector.”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense. Why offer your soul so that the soul of others can die? It’s usually the other way around.”

      “You offer your soul to save others,” agreed Iris. “Or you offer a part of your soul to get something in return from the demon. That’s how it usually goes.” The Dark witch was experienced when it came to conjuring demons, and I had a feeling she had firsthand experience in that domain.

      I bit my lower lip. “It must have been something significant, something major in exchange for all those souls.”

      “Yeah, like something really big,” said Ruth, her eyes wide as she nodded.

      Gran snapped her gaze to Ruth. “Your heart’s in the right place, but who knows where the hell your brain is.”

      The truth was, I had no idea what someone could exchange that would account for all those souls’ deaths.

      “Well, whoever she is, she is a wicked, evil woman,” said Beverly. “How could anyone do this?”

      “Maybe she didn’t know what she was asking for?” said Iris suddenly, and everyone’s attention snapped to her. “Demons are master tricksters. They lie. Manipulate. He might have swindled her out of a better deal for him. She probably doesn’t even know.”

      “So, we look for this Margorie and force her to break her contract,” I concluded, feeling marginally better. “We burn it. Shred it. I don’t care. As long as it breaks the contract with the soul collector.”

      “Ladies,” Dolores lifted her glass of wine, “looks like we’re back in business.”

      Once we’d all agreed to this plan, Ruth went back to stitching up the dead in the living room, her face all smiles again as Gran followed closely behind. My mother disappeared into her room without a single word to any of us, and I joined my aunts and Iris for some wine and late-night snacks.

      If we could find Margorie and get her to break her contract, all the souls would be safe, and our lives could finally get back to normal.

      But we all knew it was never that simple.
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      I woke at 10 a.m. the following morning to the alarm clock from my phone making my head buzz until I finally switched it off. I didn’t get much sleep last night, and I woke to crusted eyes and a killer headache.

      After making the connection with the name Margorie and the soul collector, I’d taken the Volvo with Iris. We drove around town, parking for a few hours here and there, just to make sure the soul collector was long gone and wouldn’t show up again. I didn’t think I would have been able to sleep otherwise knowing he might show.

      “Oh, my god! Someone burned the gazebo!” Iris had shouted when we drove past the town square.

      Whoops. I’d forgotten about that.

      I decided not to answer. Since I was probably going to end up paying for a new one, I figured I could just play dumb.

      Only when the sun came up did we decide to call it a night, or morning rather, and both clambered up to our beds to catch a little rest before we started our search for this Margorie person.

      With the sun being our loyal friend, we had about seven hours of daylight left before our friendly neighborhood soul collector was back in business to claim his souls. The days were shorter in winter. And between my aunts, mother (yes, she actually agreed to help), Iris, and Ronin, I had a feeling we were going to find Margorie before lunch.

      I swung my legs over my bed, my toes touching the soft wool from my new Persian carpet, and glanced at my phone. I had four missed calls from Marcus. Right. We still had the Allison issue to resolve, but the Margorie issue took precedence. She did make a deal with a demon to collect souls. Two different bitches, and Margorie won top bitch.

      My witchy instincts trusted Marcus, but that could also be some serious denial. Yet, last night, he’d openly dismissed the fact that Allison was his girlfriend. The gorilla tramp had lied, which meant she probably lied about other things too. Still, I couldn’t shake off the mate thing. That deserved a proper conversation—preferably sooner rather than later.

      But right now I had bigger problems, and my personal life would have to wait. I knew I’d have to tell Marcus about the soul collector. He still thought we were dealing with a necromancer, so I needed to remedy that.

      Once I’d brushed my teeth and showered, I grabbed my phone and called him. After the fifth ring, my call went straight to voicemail. He was probably still sleeping. I hung up. Knowing myself, I always left awkward messages, which never made sense—even to me. And there wasn’t enough recording time to explain the situation in a few seconds.

      I would just have to go there myself.

      I dressed and went downstairs in search of breakfast and coffee. I needed caffeine like I needed air at this point. My rumbling stomach ached, hoping Ruth was making French toast or pancakes or something equally high in calories and equally yummy.

      But when I got to the kitchen, I wasn’t hit with the wonderous aroma of melted butter and maple syrup. Instead, I was greeted by a great big stink of rotten flesh and something that smelled strongly like poop.

      The kitchen was empty, except for Iris who sat eating her toasted bagel and cream cheese with large bags under her eyes. She’d stuffed her nose with tissue like she was suffering from a nosebleed.

      “You look like crap,” I told her.

      “I still look better than you,” she said, smiling. Her chin-length hair framed her delicate features. “I made some fresh coffee.”

      “Thanks.”

      My gaze moved behind Iris to the living room area. The dead were still milling about, but they had a new restlessness in them that wasn’t there before. They were scared. They also looked in much worse shape than last night, as though the stages of decomposition were speeding up. It explained the overwhelming smell of rot.

      Ruth wore an apron and gloves with a frown on her face as she knelt next to a dead man, pulling thread through the skin around his knee as she attempted to stitch it back together with his leg. However, the thread kept tearing through the skin as though it was made of jelly.

      “I don’t understand,” Ruth was saying, the frustration clear in her voice. “It was working fine yesterday. I don’t know why it’s not working.” She wiped her brow, and I cringed at the yellow and brown fleshy stain she left. “Oh! I know,” she added happily. “I’ll get the Krazy Glue.” Ruth stood up and rushed out, nearly tripping over the three buckets full of severed limbs that sat in the middle of the living room.

      The dead were decomposing at an alarming rate. What would happen to their souls once their bodies were no more? I wasn’t sure what would happen if they remained here too long, but I doubted it was good.

      When my eyes found Gran, I flinched. She sat in a chair smoking her pipe, her eyes locked on the news broadcasting from the television. Though she was dead, she’d looked well preserved, as though she’d only been dead for a few days. But looking at her now, her skin was a dark gray with a pasty quality to it. Her eyes were clouded, as though they’d lost some of their clarity. My chest clenched and a chill hit my guts. She was starting to rapidly decompose like the others.

      Damn.

      Unease slipped through me as I moved to the coffee machine and poured myself a cup. I could barely make out the beans’ aroma because the smell of the dead was like a thick mist, drowning all other smells.

      I pulled out a chair and sat as I stared at the fresh bagels on the table. My stomach growled, but I wasn’t sure I could eat.

      “Here.” Iris tossed me a tissue. “Trust me. You’re going to need it.”

      “Thanks.” I grabbed the tissue, tore it in half, and stuffed the first piece up my right nostril. “Where is everyone?” Next, I pushed up the other piece up my left. “Hey. I don’t smell anything.”

      “See?” Iris beamed. “We should start a new trend.”

      I laughed and took a sip of coffee, rejoicing at the delicious taste. Perhaps I could eat something now.

      “Here. Take half my bagel. I’ve already had one.” Iris put half of her bagel covered in cream cheese on a plate and pushed it toward me. “I don’t know where they are,” she answered as she took a bite of her half. “Everyone was gone by the time I got here.”

      “Probably out looking for Margorie.” I took a bite of the bagel. “Mmmm. Good,” I said between chews. I swallowed and lowered my voice. “Iris. Do you know any Dark spells that would prolong a dead person’s body?” I knew this was a longshot, but I didn’t want to see Gran start losing limbs. She was a very proud woman, so that would devastate her. But I think it would be more about her not wanting her daughters to see her like that.

      Iris looked up at me from her cup of coffee. “You mean like keep the body from decomposing?” she whispered back.

      “Yes.”

      “I think there might be something,” she answered, her voice low. “But I have to warn you. It’ll require the help of a demon. Are you okay with that?”

      Another chill went through me. “Do I have to sacrifice my soul?”

      A tiny smile curved her lips. “Maybe just a little piece,” she added with a wink, “but I think blood might do the trick.”

      “I can do blood.” Yikes. If she made me drink blood, I was going to rethink our friendship.

      I grabbed my phone and dialed Marcus’s number. Again, my call went straight to voicemail.

      “Are you calling Marcus?” asked Iris as she licked some cream cheese from her fingers.

      “Yeah. But he’s not picking up.” Weird. He should be up by now. He was probably swamped with more dead. Poor guy.

      I finished my bagel and drank the rest of my coffee before pushing my chair back. “I need to find Marcus and tell him about the soul collector. He needs to know. Maybe he knows who Margorie is too. I won’t be long. As soon as I’m back, we can start looking for ways to break the contract.”

      Iris and I were in charge of finding how to break a contract with a demon—in case Margorie refused—while the aunts and my mother went in search of this Margorie. They knew the town better than anyone, so if anyone could find her, it would be them.

      As a Dark witch, Iris was our go-to lady for all things demons. As a Shadow witch, I also had a penchant for the Dark arts, and I wanted to learn as much as I could about conjuring demons.

      I took a few steps and turned. “You think you can see about the… the thing while I’m gone?” I saw Gran’s head snap in my direction. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think the old witch could read minds.

      Iris flashed me a smile. “Sure.”

      “Thanks.” I rushed down the hallway and grabbed my winter coat from the entry closet. I looped a wool scarf around my neck and face before yanking a black wool toque over my head and pulling on my boots. I looked like a homeless person, but I wasn’t going for the winter fashion of the year. I was going for warmth. With the Volvo gone, I’d have to walk. I wanted to keep off the ley lines for a little while or only use them if it was absolutely necessary.

      I left Davenport House and trudged through the freshly fallen snow. The sidewalks weren’t cleared yet, and I was thankful for my knee-high boots.

      Hollow Cove in winter looked like a picturesque winter wonderland. With the quaint cottages that lined the streets, and all the Christmas decorations still up, it looked magical.

      If you ignored the wandering dead, that was.

      Yes, the dead. They were still “waking,” if I wasn’t mistaken by the look of freshly vacated graves. Crap. The more dead that crawled out of the grave, the more souls were in danger of being snatched up by the soul collector.

      With that in mind, adrenaline helped propel my legs faster, and my thighs burned as they pushed through the snow. I was getting quite the workout. Who needed a gym when they’ve got to trek through four feet of snow?

      By the time I reached Marcus’s building, my back and pits were drenched in sweat. Awesome. I’d have to take another shower when I got home.

      I crossed the street to the bland, gray brick building with the sign HOLLOW COVE SECURITY AGENCY. My chest tightened as my eyes moved to the left side entrance. We hadn’t been alone since he’d spent the night at Davenport House. I missed the intimacy we’d shared. Who was I kidding? I missed that sexy-as-hell hot bod of his.

      I reached for the side door, pulled it open, and climbed up the staircase to the platform. I glanced at the numbers stenciled above the door—295B. I listened, but I couldn’t hear anything. He might not even be here.

      I didn’t know what possessed me not to knock, but I reached for the door handle. Seeing that it wasn’t locked, I pushed in.

      Two things happened simultaneously.

      First, I saw Allison, standing in the middle of Marcus’s apartment, wearing only a long white T-shirt that barely had enough material to cover her black undies.

      Second, I saw Marcus wearing nothing but boxer shorts and a shocked expression.

      Well, crap.
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      I wasn’t sure how long I stood in the entrance, attempting to wrap my brain around the scene before me. I tried to figure out if my eyes were actually seeing what I thought they were or whether inhaling too much of the rotting dead smell had affected my perception of things. I didn’t think so.

      With a partially naked man and partially naked woman, there weren’t many explanations. There was only one. They’d been bumping uglies.

      A cascade of emotions hit me all at once like a freight train, making me dizzy. Dismay, revulsion, anger, and a giant dose of betrayal had my knees about to give way. My heart was beating so hard, I thought I’d busted my eardrums.

      My bagel and coffee were lodged somewhere in my throat, and it took an enormous amount of effort just to keep them there. I didn’t want to puke all over Marcus’s floor. I’d been humiliated enough. Thank you very much.

      I blinked at the scene, taking in the ugliness of it all. My thoughts went to the time I’d barged into one of the cabins at the camping site thinking it was Marcus. I remembered how angry I had been. That time was different. I hadn’t slept with the guy yet.

      We all knew that once you stepped into sex territory, things got messy—like now.

      Allison’s face brightened at my reaction, and her winning smile made me sick to my stomach.

      “Tessa?” Marcus’s gray eyes were round, and he froze, looking like he’d been caught in a lie. I saw his mouth keep moving, but I couldn’t hear him over the roaring noise in my ears. His smooth, golden skin and rippling muscles that I had so enjoyed running my hands over were foul and ugly to me now.

      “What’s in your nose?” laughed Allison, looking at me like I was deranged.

      Shit. I’d forgotten about the tissues up my nose.

      Fingers shaking, and hating that they could probably see that, I quickly pulled them out and shoved them into my coat pocket.

      Allison moved to the kitchen area and leaned her back on the counter. “What kind of idiot walks around town with tissue up her nose?” laughed the leggy blonde.

      Said idiot—me.

      With my humiliation came with a slap of anger. “Is this what they call monkey sex?” What? I couldn’t help it. They were wereapes after all.

      Marcus’s face dropped. “This isn’t what it looks like,” he said as he started to walk over.

      “This is exactly what it looks like,” purred Allison, her white teeth glowing in the kitchen light.

      I raised my hand and took a step back. “Don’t,” I ground out.

      “Tessa, you don’t understand.”

      “Oh… but I think I do. It’s pretty clear to me now.”

      I felt like an idiot. I’d been played. Again. When would I ever learn? Apparently, never.

      Emotions ran through me. I wasn’t going to endure much more of this humiliation and behemoth betrayal. The best thing for me to do was to get the hell out of here.

      “It’s not necromancers,” I said, my voice flat, looking everywhere but at Marcus. “It’s a soul collector.”

      “A what?” asked the chief.

      I spun around and rushed out.

      “Tessa! Wait!”

      I sprinted down the stairs two at a time. When I reached the bottom, I slammed my shoulder on the door, pushing it open, and ran. I kept running and didn’t stop until I’d made it back to Davenport House.

      I didn’t even remember how I got here. Hell, I didn’t even remember crossing the street. Nothing. My mind kept on replaying the scene with Marcus and Allison over and over in my head, like a video on loop. The images were burned on the inside of my eyelids—something I wished I’d never seen, but now I could never unsee.

      Lost in my own thoughts, I barely noticed Gran until I nearly plowed into her.

      I jerked back, slipping on the wet snow. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t see you there,” I panted, catching myself.

      Gran pulled the pipe from her mouth and frowned up a me. “Where are you?”

      “What?” I pinched a cramp at my side, my throat burning now that my brain was partly functional again. Why didn’t I jump a ley line? Because I’d just seen Marcus and Allison half-naked and I was suffering from a brain fart. “I’m right here, Gran. Can’t you see me?” Now I was worried. Her eyes had that same cloudy texture to them. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if she’d gone blind on me. If she was, it meant the decomposition was progressing at a much faster rate now.

      Gran leaned on her cane. “I can see you just fine, Tessie. You’re the problem. You look like your body is here… but you left your mind someplace else.” Her eyes narrowed. “What’s happened to you?”

      “I went for a run, that’s all.” That keen perception was a Davenport family trait. “I just need some water before I pass out on the porch.”

      Gran made a disapproving sound in her throat. “You’re the worst liar of this family.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said brightly, puffing on her pipe. She pulled it out and gestured with it. “You went to see the chief and now you look like you’ve just run over a cat. You didn’t run over a cat. Did you? I happen to like cats, more than I like people.”

      “Of course not. I walked here.” Though I could have technically stepped on a cat. I really couldn’t remember.

      “What did he do to you?” My gran’s frown reached the bridge of her nose, and I could barely see her eyes.

      I sighed. “To me? Nothing. But he did do the blonde.”

      “Hah!” Gran smacked her knee and howled in laughter. “You’ve got the raw sense of humor of your granddad. Rest his soul.”

      A smile reached my lips at seeing Gran laugh like that. She was a cute, decomposing little hobbit. “Good to know. Now. I really need some water.” I didn’t wait for an answer as I hooked my arm around Gran’s, wrinkled my nose at her smell, and steered her with me to the door. Once inside, I pulled off my winter coat, hat, scarf, and boots as I wiggled my toes on the warm hardwood floors.

      My eyes watered at the stench of rotting bodies, like I’d rubbed onions against my eyeballs.

      The old me would have crawled back into bed and cried until I fell asleep, only to wake up with my eyes crusted shut from all the crying. The new me, thanks to my lady balls, knew how to separate and compartmentalize priorities and feelings. Yes, what Marcus did hurt me, but right now wasn’t about me or him. It was about a soul collector. Specifically, his contract with this Margorie.

      Plus, I was a Merlin, damn it. Magical Enforcement Response League Intelligence Network. It was time to get my magical mojo on.

      “Are the aunts and my mum back?” Through the opening in the hallway, I could see Ruth squeezing the tube of glue around the arm socket of a dead woman.

      “Why do you think I was standing outside? To talk to the snow? Yes, they’re back, but I was waiting for you.”

      “Me? Why?” Uh-oh.

      Gran sucked on her pipe. She blew out a few rings of smoke and said, “Why did you ask Iris for a counter decaying spell?”

      Shit. “She told you?”

      “No.”

      “Then… how…”

      “I can read minds,” replied Gran, a smug look on her wrinkled, decomposing face. “Just one of my many talents I chose to keep to myself.”

      Right. I was pretty sure she couldn’t read minds and had heard us talking. Though the witch might be dead, she had excellent hearing. I’d remember that.

      And since I was apparently the worst liar in the universe, I decided to go with the truth. “Because I didn’t want you to look like them.” I gestured toward the living room, just as Ruth slipped on some decomposing jelly on the carpet and went crashing in her buckets of severed limbs. “I didn’t think you’d want to start oozing from your pores and losing fingers and toes.”

      Her eyes narrowed into little chips of ice. “Why? It’s not like I’m going to be here long.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth,” she said, smoke billowing from her mouth, nostrils, and ears. Yes ears. “I shouldn’t even be here, Tessie. This whole situation is unnatural. The dead… must stay dead.”

      How could I argue with that? I couldn’t. Giving Gran a last look, I made my way to the kitchen. The quick thumps of her cane told me she was right behind me.

      When I got to the kitchen my aunts were seated around the kitchen table, including my mother and Iris.

      Iris caught my eye and gave me an apologetic look when she saw Gran next to me. I gave her a quick smile.

      Just like Iris, they all had tissues stuffed up their nostrils. I bit the inside of my mouth, so I didn’t start laughing.

      “Wipe that smile off your face,” said Dolores, mixing a spoon of sugar in her coffee mug. “We’ve got absolutely nothing to be smiling about.”

      “What do you mean?” I cringed at the foul-smelling air and grabbed the box of tissue Iris was holding out for me.

      “She means, the only Margorie from the town’s census is a blind, half-mad, ninety-six-year-old witch,” answered my mother with her arms crossed over her chest. I knew the annoyed look on her face all too well.

      I finished pushing the tissue up both nostrils and noticed Gran standing next to me and leaning on her cane. “And you’re sure it’s not her?”

      Beverly stopped dabbing her nose and looked up from her powder compact. “She thought we were men. Can you imagine? Look at me. You’d have to be mad to think this gorgeous, delicate body belongs to a man.”

      She had a point. Crap. This wasn’t the news I was hoping to hear.

      Dolores took a sip of her coffee and said, “Iris said you went to find Marcus. Did you bring him up to speed?”

      My stomach clenched at the mention of the chief’s name. “I told him we were looking at a soul collector and not a necromancer.” Which was true. No need to bring them in on the rest of the messy details.

      I felt Gran’s eyes on me. When I looked over at her, she gave me a knowing look that said she knew all about what Marcus had done—and then some.

      My face warmed and I cleared my throat. “So, what about the contract? We’ve still got a few hours before sundown. Enough time to learn all we can about them.”

      “The contract is useless unless we know who signed it,” offered Gran. “This Margorie could be across the country by now.”

      Maybe, but I didn’t think so. And I wasn’t giving up. “I still think it’s worth a shot. Who knows? We might still figure out who Margorie is.” Stranger things had happened.

      A silence grew and I lifted my eyes over to Ruth. She looked tired as she worked relentlessly trying to glue appendages back where they belonged.

      “Uh-oh,” she said, her face screwed up in confusion. “I don’t know how this happened.” She scratched the back of her neck, staring at a dead man who had two right arms, one with red painted nails.

      I let out a long breath. “So, what now?”

      Dolores clenched her jaw. “We do what Merlins do.” She thumped a finger on the table for emphasis. “We find this soul collector, give him a taste of the Davenport witches, and pray that’s enough.”

      I had the horrible feeling it wouldn’t be.
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      The sun was swiftly vanishing and had briefly appeared from behind the clouds. It wouldn’t be long now. Soon the moon would be a solid glowing white disk. The lengthening shadows began to trigger streetlights as the town’s skyline cast deep, cold shadows over us. Within moments, Hollow Cove would be covered in darkness.

      Usually, on an evening like this that wasn’t too cold with no icy winds, we’d see the townspeople hobbling from shop to shop, getting fresh ingredients for their supper. Now, it looked like a ghost town.

      Dark windows stared back at us from the neighboring homes and businesses. Most of the Christmas lights were off as well, which was a shame. I loved Christmas lights.

      The snow was a thick, crunchy carpet under our feet as we stood facing the Hollow Cove library. As soon as the sun disappeared, it would get a lot colder. I was grateful to have on my winter parka, scarf, and mitts. Thinking about my attire now, it wasn’t exactly practical in my situation. If I had to fight the soul collector with my magic, I’d have to remove the mitts. And my coat would only hinder my movements. I couldn’t karate chop anyone wrapped in a duvet. Guess I’d strip if I had to.

      Iris and Ronin were next to me. Ronin’s jaw was set tightly, ready to go all vamp mode at the sight of the soul collector. Iris had her loyal Dana with her plus a dozen hex bags, curse bombs, Dark Magic Volume 6: How to Train Your Demon, and all the salt she could muster from the kitchen.

      On the other side of me was Gran, leaning on her cane. Her left eye had gone completely white, and I knew she was blind in it. But she didn’t mention it, so I didn’t either. My mother and aunts were fidgeting nervously, and Latin spilled from their lips as they practiced muttering parts of the spells they were going to use on the soul collector.

      No more dead had risen. Only those whose souls hadn’t been taken by the soul collector were now inside the library, including the ones from our living room. I didn’t think putting all the dead together was such a good idea, but I’d been outvoted by Dolores and Marcus.

      Yes, the chief was here, and I’d put as much distance as I could between us. Said distance was me on the left side of the library while he and his crew, Allison included, stood on the right.

      When we’d first arrived at the library about fifteen minutes ago, Marcus had caught my eye and immediately started my way.

      I wasn’t about to shy away. I wasn’t in the wrong here. I’d stayed where I was. I had a few words to say to him, but I really didn’t want to have this argument in front of my family and friends. But I’d been saved the effort by Gran.

      As soon as Marcus was about five feet away from me, Gran had stepped in his way and lifted her cane to his mid-section. “Back off, copper,” she warned. “Leave her be. Or you’ll be sorry.”

      I’d turned around so I hadn’t seen his reaction, but the fact that he wasn’t next to me in the following moment told me he’d taken Gran’s advice and left.

      After the incident at his apartment, Marcus had kept calling my phone, and I kept ignoring his calls. He’d left more than eight messages the last time I checked, but I hadn’t listened to any of them. I knew the moment I did, it would screw with my head. I couldn’t risk that. I needed to be focused and alert for what I was about to do.

      Because I was about to trap a soul collector in a summoning circle. Yup. That was the master plan.

      The working plan was we were going to set a circle and bind the soul collector to it until we could figure out how to blast him back to the Netherworld for good.

      The idea was to lure the soul collector. By putting all the dead in one location, we’d know where he was going to show up. I understood that logic, but I still thought sticking all the dead in one big room was a bad idea. It might be easier for us to spot the soul collector, just as it would be that much easier for him to collect the souls with them all rounded up for him like a decomposing present if we failed.

      Iris leaned forward. “I think we should start.”

      My aunts and mother all turned at the sound of Iris’s voice. Their faces were pale as they twitched and shifted nervously. I didn’t blame them. They were all about to do something they’d never done before.

      I glanced down at the snow-covered street. “Okay.” Hurling my will through my body, I drew forth the elements, and said, “Ventum.”

      A burst of wind blasted out of my outstretched hand and hit a spot on the ground. The snow lifted and blew back, as though I’d just used a super-duper snowblower. And where the street had been covered in two inches of snow was now a twenty-by-twenty clearing, right down to the dark pavement.

      Iris beamed. “You make it look so easy.”

      I grinned back. “It’s all in the wrist.”

      Iris laughed as she pulled a chalk from her bag and dropped to her knees on the pavement I’d just cleared.

      “Mum.” Dolores made her way to Gran, who was watching Iris with great interest with her hands folded on top of her cane and her toes splayed on the pavement. “You should be in there with them,” Dolores repeated for the tenth time. “It’s not safe out here. You’re too exposed.”

      Gran narrowed her eyes. “And you think it’s safer in there?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s not. It doesn’t matter where you are. If your soul belongs to the soul collector, it won’t matter if you’re in Antarctica or deep in the Panama jungle. He will find you.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, and it set my insides to quivering.

      Dolores’s expression darkened as she took a step toward her mother. “Mum, please—”

      “If you try anything,” warned Gran, her cane pointed at her daughter’s stomach. “I’ll curse you. Don’t think I won’t. I will.”

      Dolores watched her mother for a moment. “Rusty Bones, Mum. Rusty Bones.” She spun around and moved away to stand next to her sisters.

      Gran chuckled. When she caught me staring, she winked and said, “Rusty Bones has been out of business for years. But who’s going to tell her, eh?”

      Okay then.

      I fell to my knees right next to Iris, my pulse thumping with both excitement and fear. Having done this myself, I knew Iris would have to draw the Triangle of Solomon, where the summoning demon would appear, and then a Circle of Solomon to protect the conjurer from the demon. But we were doing things a little differently tonight.

      “You think this is going to work?” I asked.

      Iris drew a triangle-shaped sigil and wrote the name Anima Daemonium, which was soul collector in Latin, in the center. She leaned back and looked at me. “I’m not sure. I’ve never tried to trap a soul collector demon before, not to mention a Greater demon.”

      “And that’s where we come in,” I told her.

      “If it doesn’t work,” declared Ronin suddenly, appearing next to Iris. “I’m grabbing you both and we’re getting the hell away from here. Got it?”

      I glanced over to Ronin. “Stop fidgeting. You look like you’ve got something in your pants.”

      “It’s called a penis, Tess,” Ronin shot back. “That’s what’s in my pants.”

      Yup. It was going to be a strange night.

      Next, I watched as Iris drew a circle about three feet behind the triangle, wrote five archangel names in Latin around it within a coiled serpent, and stepped into it.

      Iris handed me the chalk. “Your turn.”

      With my body shaking with adrenaline, I took the chalk and drew my circle a foot away from Iris’s. When I was done, I stepped into it just like Iris and gave my chalk to Dolores, who’d been waiting patiently outside my circle.

      Then one by one my aunts (and mother) all drew their circles—until six circles made a ring around the triangle in the middle—and stepped into them.

      My pocket vibrated. Actually, my phone in my pocket vibrated. I looked up and found Marcus staring at me, his phone against his ear. I quickly glanced away.

      “You going to answer it?” Iris looked up at me through her lashes.

      “Nope.” I’d only told Gran, Iris, and Ronin about my little trip to Marcus’s this morning, and I’d asked them to keep it to themselves.

      “You going to let him squirm in his own misery?”

      “I thought it best.” I yanked my phone out, saw his name on the screen, and turned off my phone. I couldn’t afford any distractions, no matter how hot.

      At that moment, the sun disappeared completely. Darkness grew, and so did the cold. The silence seemed deeper, and all I heard was the nervous breathing of everyone next to me, all except for Gran, who’d decided to stand next to my circle to observe.

      My eyes flickered to the left of the library and I found Allison standing next to Marcus. Our gazes met, but I wasn’t ready to look away. She was dressed in a short black puffy winter coat that showed off her narrow hips and lengthy legs. Her hair was pulled back in a long braid, and she’d covered her head with a black beanie. She was truly beautiful, the kind that didn’t even need to wear makeup, and she still looked better than everyone else.

      I could never compete with that, and I didn’t want to.

      “Is he there yet?” Ruth’s eyes were wide as she glanced over her shoulder, her small frame shaking. I felt a pang in my chest. She was terrified. They all were.

      I swept my gaze around the street, careful not to make eye contact with Marcus. “No. I don’t see him.”

      “It’ll be fine, Ruth,” comforted Dolores, her expression worried as she watched her sister from her circle across the triangle.

      Ruth shifted stiffly in her circle. “But what if he takes our souls?”

      “He can’t,” I answered before anyone else did. “Our souls aren’t in his contract. He can’t take them if they’re not there. Right, Gran?” I glanced next to me at the little old witch. “Gran?”

      Gran shrugged. “How the hell should I know?” From the folds of her robe, she pulled out her pipe, muttered a few words, and puffed on it a few times.

      “Because you told us you had experience with soul collectors?” I frowned at her as a frisson crawled across my nerves, and I felt my heart pound a little more quickly.

      “Are you telling us he might be able to take our souls too?” Beverly glared at her mother. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Keep your panties on. That’s if you’re wearing any,” snapped Gran. “I don’t know. Okay? I told you what I know. I know the souls he collects are part of his deal… but if we try to attack him… he’s going to fight back.”

      “By taking our souls?” Unease gnawed in my belly.

      Gran blew out a ring of smoke from her pipe. “Maybe.”

      Ronin had his hands in his pockets, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet. “Why do I get the feeling this is going to suck?”

      “Because it probably will,” I told him.

      We settled into a silence, broken only by the slow, steady pounding of my heart. It became increasingly tense. I shifted my weight from side to side of my tiny circle.

      Gran leaned over next to me and cleared her throat. “You could use the lines.”

      “What do you mean?” I tilted my head, waiting for her to explain.

      Gran studied me for a moment. “Could you bend the ley lines and trap him in there? Shoot him off to the Netherworld?”

      I had no idea how Gran figured out that I could bend ley lines, but the old witch was resourceful. I opened my mouth to answer but my mother got there first.

      “You can bend the ley lines?” My mother stared at me like she was looking at a freaking Martian.

      Dolores shot me a look. “You didn’t tell her?”

      “No. Why would I?” I laughed. It had never occurred to me. Talking magic with my mother was like running my fingernails over a blackboard. Yeah, that comfortable. She’d made it her mission not to talk about anything magical growing up. She was against using any kind of magic and said magic only led to bigger problems, which only resulted in me wanting to do magic more. That was why I had to do my magical experimenting in secret.

      “Because I’m your mother. That’s why.” My mother’s face darkened in anger, but her eyes gleamed with what looked like fear. Was she afraid of me? “I can’t believe you’d keep something like that from me.”

      “Oh, that’s rich.” I too could play this game. “And I can’t believe you never told me who my real father is.”

      Gasps ran around our circle as my aunts’ faces fell in a collective shock.

      My mother’s face, though, went three shades darker until she looked like a beet. “What are you talking about? Your father is Sean. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Is he? Because it would explain a lot if he wasn’t.”

      My mother’s breath hissed in angrily. “You’re being ridiculous. Stop this right now.” Her hands were balled into fists, and she looked livid. I didn’t think I’d ever seen her this angry, not even the time when I’d accidentally burnt her favorite rug while practicing the magic I wasn’t supposed to be practicing.

      If Sean was truly my father, she wouldn’t be angry. She’d be sad, possibly trying to comfort me. Yeah, I didn’t think so. Still, the only emotion playing on my mother’s face right now was anger. She was angry because she was hiding something. So I kept pushing.

      “I don’t think I am being ridiculous.” I stared at her, knowing what bad timing it was to be having this conversation with her, but I found myself incapable of shutting up. “I think I have a right to know who my father is. So… who did you have sex with? Apart from Sean, of course.”

      My mother’s expression pulled up as if she was smelling something rank. “How dare you ask me such a question!”

      I glared at her, my voice rising. “Why don’t you just answer the damn question?”

      My mother’s jaw clenched, and she straightened, clearly trying to keep from losing it. “What possessed you to use ley lines. Don’t you know how dangerous they are?”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      My mother shook her head, her gaze going to the ground at her feet. “You should have never done it.”

      Pissed, I took a deep breath. “I like doing magic. It’s in my blood. Why would you stop me from doing what I was born to do?”

      My mother’s head snapped up in my direction. “Why are you doing this?” she asked. Her expression was one of surprise that I was actually having this conversation with her. “Are you trying to hurt me?”

      I let out a laugh. “It’s always about you. Isn’t it?”

      My mother caught back her fear, her dark eyes squinting in anger from under her long eyelashes.

      I hadn’t been a hundred percent sure Sean wasn’t my father. But seeing the emotions that ran across my mother’s face, now I was certain.

      “Who’s my father?” I demanded. “Tell me.”

      “You have no right to ask me that!” cried my mother.

      “Will you two just shut up!” growled Gran, making me flinch.

      “Why?” I said, frowning and shifting my gaze to my gran.

      Gran lifted her cane and gestured at something across the street from us. “Because the soul collector is here. That’s why.”
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      The soul collector walked under the shadows of darkness at a leisurely pace. He wasn’t in a hurry at all like he knew souls were waiting for him to collect and nothing could stop him.

      He glided into the darkness between streetlights in a focused tread. He wore the same dark suit with the dark hat, and I took note of the briefcase that hung in his hand. His face was partly hidden under the shadow of his hat, but I would see it again before too long.

      I waited in my circle, feeling all the heaviness and darkness settle into my skin.

      “Is that him?” asked Beverly, a slight mocking to her tone. “He looks like a door-to-door salesman from the fifties.”

      “And you look like Mrs. Claus in Vegas in that ridiculous red outfit,” hissed Dolores.

      “I’ll have you know, this coat is one hundred percent cashmere,” snapped Beverly, her hands on her hips. “You’re just jealous because nothing so fine and delicate would ever look good on your wide, manly shoulders.”

      “Okay, guys. Focus, please,” I told them. I glanced over to my mother, but she was looking at the soul collector.

      The demon was walking straight for the library. He didn’t even seem to care about us, or anyone. His focus was on the doors to the library.

      “For this to work, we need to hold hands and weave our magic together.” Iris held out her hands. “Six is better than one.”

      Following Iris’s instructions, we all took each other’s hands until we were all connected physically and we closed the circle.

      “Gran, stay behind me,” I ordered.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want him to see you. Got it?”

      Gran mumbled something I couldn’t hear, but she did as she was told and stepped in behind me.

      “Now.” Iris took a deep breath and released it. “You’ve all practiced the spell.” She glanced around us. “We must say it together, and you must channel your magic as we say the words. Ready?”

      “Ready,” we all said together, even Gran, though she didn’t need to.

      I took a calming breath as a tiny thrill of excitement rushed in, knowing we were about to pool our magic together. It was awesome. Too bad it had to take a demon for us to work together.

      “Together now,” commanded Iris, her voice chiming through the still air like a bell.

      “We conjure you, soul collector,” we chanted in unison, “demon of the Netherworld to be subject of our will. We bind you with unbreakable adamantine fetters.” I drew the energy from the elements around me, channeling their magic, and closed my eyes to let that dark, wild power spill into me while I focused on the incantation. “We invoke you, soul collector, in the space in front of us!”

      My pulse quickened at the sudden surge of magic, sending my skin riddling with goosebumps. I jerked, instinctively pulling back and nearly letting go of Iris’s and Dolores’s hands as magical energy poured into me through our hands. But Iris gripped my hand hard, her strength surprising for such a petite witch.

      My hair lifted in the sudden icy wind, carrying the scent of sulfur—the stink of demon. The air sizzled with energy.

      Ruth let out a gasp and whimper. Panicked I looked up, thinking she’d let go. She hadn’t, though she looked like she wanted to bolt the hell out of here.

      None of us let go. Even my mother held on, her face set in determination.

      Our magic seeped through our circles and flowed onto us. My skin pricked as energy flowed around me with an unusual sharpness, my heart thrashing madly in my chest. I felt a wave of power cascade over me—cold and warm and familiar. The cold was Iris’s Dark magic and the warmth was my family’s.

      I stared, amazed as energy rushed through me and the others, circling within the confines of our linked hands with a visible shimmer of orange and yellow. My eyes widened as I tracked the energy’s path along our circle, burning as it flowed around us, like liquid fire.

      And then the pain hit, but I’d been waiting for it.

      I jerked as searing pain screamed through my body. Both Iris’s and Dolores’s hands squeezed harder on mine, telling me they too were feeling it. Hot damn, that hurt like a sonofabitch.

      And then the energy faded and lifted. The magic was gone.

      “Is it finished?” asked Ruth, seemingly out of breath. “Did it work?”

      I stared at the empty triangle on the ground before us and cursed.

      Gran shifted forward. “If he was supposed to appear in the triangle, it didn’t work.”

      “I don’t understand.” Iris was shaking her head, panting. “It should have worked. Our magic was linked. We had the power of six! Why didn’t it work!” She slammed her foot on the pavement.

      “It’s okay, Iris. You did your best.” I let go of Iris’s and Dolores’s hands and turned toward the library. If the strength of our magic combined wasn’t enough to bind that demon, how were we supposed to defeat him?

      The soul collector had reached the front of the library. He stood there for a moment, and then he placed his briefcase on the ground.

      “Shit.”

      I met Marcus’s hard gaze, and we stared at each other for a second or so. Then the fool marched forward toward the soul collector. He ripped off his jacket and shirt as he advanced. Horror hit. He was about to go all King Kong on the demon’s ass.

      “What is he doing?” I raged. The idiot was going to get himself killed. Yes, he hurt me. Yes, he was banging the hot blonde. But that didn’t mean he deserved to die—a kick in the nuts, maybe, but not death.

      Panic hit hard. And then I was running.

      I heard my aunts screaming behind me, my mother loudest of all, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. My focus was on Marcus. I wasn’t about to let him die, not on my watch.

      The chief had no idea what kind of demon we were dealing with. I’d told him he was a soul collector. That was it. This ugly bald bastard was a tough one. Gran was right. We couldn’t defeat him. We were screwed.

      When Marcus was about ten feet away from the soul collector, the demon stood and turned to face him, his briefcase open and resting on the ground at his feet.

      Marcus’s eyes widened and then he faltered like he’d been hit with some invisible force. I watched horrified as the chief fell to his knees. His eyes… his once beautiful gray eyes had gone completely white. His face twisted in pain like he couldn’t breathe. He looked like… he was dying.

      It seemed the soul collector could collect souls that weren’t contracted. Either that, or he just wanted to kill Marcus.

      “Inflitus!” I wailed, hurling my magic at the briefcase.

      A kinetic force hit it and it flew in the air, landing on the pavement a few feet away from the soul collector and snapping shut.

      I fell to my knees next to Marcus, fearing the worst. “Marcus!” I grabbed his face in my hands and pulled it to me. His eyes were gray. “You idiot! What were you trying to do?” I hissed. A small flash of relief filled me at the sight of some color returning to his face. “You can’t beat him. None of us can.”

      “Thanks for the tip.” He winced, a smile on his lips. His voice was shallow, and his eyes watered in pain.

      Emotions welled and I brushed them aside. “Stay,” I ordered, as though he were a dog misbehaving.

      I stood up in search of the soul collector. He was reaching down to pick up his briefcase.

      “Tessa,” came Marcus’s ragged voice. “You just said we can’t beat him.”

      I swallowed hard. “I know.”

      “Then… what are you going to do?” he asked, still on the ground.

      “I don’t know.” Which was true. “Something.” I had to do something. If I didn’t, he’d take the souls of those in the library, and then he’d take Gran’s.

      Without a glance in Marcus’s direction, I moved toward the demon.

      “Tessa, wait,” called Marcus, but I kept my eyes on the soul collector. Not because I was afraid to look back at the chief for fear of what he saw on my face, that he would see the hurt there, but because I didn’t want him to see the utter dread and cluelessness I felt. I had no freaking clue what to do.

      The soul collector grabbed his briefcase and wiped the snow from it with his hands.

      Did I dare make a move while his back was turned? You betcha.

      I focused my will, extended my right arm and open palm at the briefcase, and shouted, “Evorto!”

      A rush of kinetic force exploded from my hand and hit the briefcase.

      It soared in the air, spinning end over end, and then exploded into a cloud of dust.

      I grinned at the demon. “Whoops. My bad,” I told him, feeling like I was in a showdown in an old Western movie.

      The soul collector smiled a toothless smile at me. Then, from the folds of his suit, he pulled out another briefcase, identical to the one I’d just destroyed.

      “Well, that sucks.” A ripple of nausea hit as the magic took its payment.

      “Told you,” came Ronin’s voice from somewhere behind me.

      Latin flew in my ears, and then my aunts were there, a united front. A blast of green flames hit the soul collector’s new briefcase and it was engulfed in an emerald fire. The smell of burnt leather filled the air as it melted into a pile of green goo.

      But once again, with a smile on his face, the soul collector pulled out another briefcase from his suit.

      I met Dolores’s worried expression, seeing the fear in her eyes that was probably in mine as well, as I tried to come up with a plan.

      “It won’t stop.”

      I flinched as Gran appeared next to me. “Gran. You can’t be here. Go,” I pushed her, urging her to go somewhere, anywhere but in plain view of the one who could take her away from me. I wouldn’t let that happen.

      “It won’t make a difference,” she told me.

      “I might not be able to kill him, but destroying his briefcase would give us more time. We need more time.” To do what? I had no idea. I whipped my head around. Marcus was still on the ground where I’d left him. Allison was at his side, but his focus was on me.

      “Now that he knows you can destroy his briefcase,” she said, and I pulled my eyes back to her, “he probably has hundreds more. Thousands. They’ll keep reappearing. It won’t stop. You can’t destroy him.”

      “You can’t stay here. You need to leave.” I shoved my grandmother back, hard, but the old witch was heavier and sturdier than she looked. She wouldn’t budge.

      Gran set her jaw and smacked her cane on the pavement. “I’m not going anywhere. You can’t make me leave. And you can’t get rid of me.”

      “Gran.”

      “I’m on you like a tick.”

      Nice.

      A scream pulled my attention back toward the library. With a sudden change in air pressure, the windows of the library exploded into shards of broken glass.

      The doors to the library burst open as a crowd of the recently resurrected milled out in a crazed dash.

      And then at least twenty white glowing spheres flew out of the windows, hovered in the air for a moment like Christmas ornamental balls, and then whizzed past and disappeared into the waiting briefcase.

      The soul collector turned his briefcase in the direction of the dead herd.

      And then another group collapsed to the ground and started screaming in pain as they convulsed.

      “Bastard. You bastard!” Bile rose in my throat. It was like watching Harriette suffer her true death, her soul’s death, all over again.

      A few seconds later, their souls rose from their dead, dead, bodies, and sailed in the air before vanishing inside the briefcase.

      The soul collector snapped his briefcase shut, rose, and started following the last three dead who were now running wild in the streets. Well, more like a shuffling, twisting, kind of run.

      But then he stopped and cocked his head to the side as though he was listening to something, as though something had caught his attention.

      And then my worst nightmare happened.

      He turned around, his white eyes searching until they settled on Gran. A lazy, wicked smile twisted his lips.

      And then he aimed his briefcase at Gran and opened it.

      Gran let out a howl. Her cane hit the pavement as she stumbled and fell, her tiny body erupting in uncontrollable spasms.

      My heart leaped to my throat. “No!”

      I threw myself in front of Gran, using my body as a shield, but it didn’t stop her from convulsing.

      A desperate panic hit me like a kick to the gut. I didn’t know what to do or how to stop him from taking her soul. Not my gran.

      So I did the only thing that popped into my head.

      Magic.

      Trembling with a mix of fear and rage, I drew up my will with all my power. It felt shaky and uncertain, like a well going dry. It came to me in dribs and drabs, bit by bit, like a faulty faucet, but I couldn’t think about that right now.

      I gathered my energy around my upraised hands—and let it rip.

      And then in one breath, I howled, “Accendo! Inflitus! Ventum! Fulgur! Evorto! Inspiratione!”

      Sparks flew, literally, as a mix of fire, lightning, and kinetic energy blasted out of me and hurled at the soul collector.

      I hit him with everything I had. I let the power words fly from my mouth as the energy flew from my core. I was waving my arms and body around like an idiot. I looked like someone trying to do an aerobic workout on drugs. I had no idea if I would hit him or the briefcase. I just kept throwing him everything I had and prayed I’d hit him at least once. Just once. Please.

      I kept hitting him. I didn’t stop. Not until my head started to pound, and I felt sweat break out beneath my arms and across my forehead. My throat was dry.

      Movement caught my eye as I spotted his briefcase slip over some snow and combust into flames until it crumbled into a pile of dust.

      I took a second to catch my breath. I saw the soul collector stumble back, surprised, as at least one of my power words seemed to have an effect on him. Too bad I didn’t know which one.

      I chanced a glance down at Gran. She’d stopped convulsing and now lay flat on her back, her skin coated in brilliant white light.

      Oh, crap.

      Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what she was trying to say.

      “Gran!”

      I fell to my knees next to her as a sick feeling rose in my gut. “No. No. No.” I grabbed her tiny frame and pulled her over my lap, like a child. She was a tiny, little witch. “Gran? What do I do? What do I do? Tell me what to do!”

      But her eyes were closed, her face set in pain.

      A feeling of dread rolled through me. I looked up to see my aunts and mother watching me. Their faces looked kind of greenish.

      And then the brilliant light that covered her body came together to form a hovering ball of light. It danced before my eyes for a moment, like it was saying hello or something, and then shot through the night air and into the waiting soul collector’s new briefcase before disappearing with a dreadfully sudden finality.

      I felt a release on my hold on Gran, as though her solid frame was suddenly reduced to nothing. And then her body crumbled into a pile of ash.

      Gran was gone.

      I stood on shaky legs, partly because I had my Gran’s ashes all over me, and the other part because I was filled with a primal sort of rage.

      “Tessa! Get out of there,” came Iris’s voice. I heard Ronin’s too, but I couldn’t make it out.

      In a flood of panic and desperation, I challenged the demon. Not smart, but I was covered in my dead grandmother’s ashes and her soul was lost forever to suffer whatever cruelty the demons from the Netherworld would do to it.

      I wasn’t exactly myself.

      He’d stumbled. I’d seen it. Somehow I’d gotten through his tough, demon exterior. That’s when I knew he could be defeated.

      “Not so tough after all,” I heckled the soul collector as he adjusted his hat over his bald head with that stupid smile on his face again.

      I matched his smile, though my insides were burning. I was going to hurl soon. “I’m sending your bald ass back to the Netherworld.” I had no idea how to do that, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

      I knew my magic was nearly spent, but I could feel a little more. Just a little. I didn’t need much. I’d already weakened him. I had to hit him now before it was too late, before he got stronger.

      I stood before him, my face set in what I hoped looked like determination and not constipation. “Say bye-bye.” I pulled on the elements, drawing them again, one last time to me. For Gran…

      The soul collector’s smile widened. “Bye-bye.”

      I frowned. I didn’t like the way he’d said it, with a certainty in his voice.

      Before I could react, in a blur, he grabbed his briefcase and threw it at me like he was playing a game of dodgeball.

      Feeling bold, my first reaction was to laugh. Yeah, I probably shouldn’t have.

      My next reaction was I nearly peed myself.

      I blinked as the briefcase landed at my feet. I froze as the top swung open on its own. It was empty. Not sure what I was expecting to see, but nothing was in there.

      Something caught hold of me, and I say something because I had no idea what it was. All I knew for sure was that it had me, and I was scared shitless.

      I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t scream. The world turned into a curtain of black agony that centered around my core. I felt my feet leave solid ground as my body was being pulled forward. And then I realized with utter shock that I was being sucked into the briefcase.

      Oh, god, no.

      Fear hit and I tried to scream. Tried to fight back. Tried to summon my magic.

      But nothing worked.

      The last thing I saw was Marcus’s horror-stricken face as he ran toward me.

      And then there was only darkness.
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      Have you ever been sucked into another plane of reality? Another dimension or world? Yeah, me neither.

      So, what’s a witch to do? Just roll with it.

      I was wrapped in darkness. It was everywhere. It swallowed me and kept me for a long time. I drifted in silence, floating in nothing but endless night, an endless nothing. I wasn’t cold or warm. I wasn’t anything. Was I dreaming? Maybe. Was I dead? Probably.

      The pain came to me first—a searing kind of pain, like every bone in my body was shattered, and every cell in my body was on fire as I was being pulled in every direction at the same time. I’d had my share of pain before but nothing like this.

      Was this hell? Was I in the Netherworld? My soul subject to an endless torment by demons?

      Memory came through the haze next and I started remembering what had happened. The soul collector. The dead in Hollow Cove. The souls. My gran. Oh, god, Gran!

      And Marcus… That was a different kind of pain—the betrayal kind that ripped out your heart, stomped on it for an hour, and then played soccer with whatever’s left.

      Tessa…

      Hmmm? Did I just hear my name? My head throbbed like someone had taken a jackhammer to it. The more I thought about Marcus, the longer I played the images of gray eyes, full lips, and golden rippling muscles in my head, the more it hurt. Weird. You’re not supposed to feel pain in dreams. So why was I hurting?

      Tessa! Wake up!

      Okay, someone was in my head with me.

      Get your own head! I told the voice, though I had no idea if it heard me. I started to laugh. This was fun.

      “Tessa, wake up!”

      My eyes flew open. Gran was staring down at me.

      Blinking, I came to slowly, staring stupidly. I ached in every joint, muscle, limb, and cell in my body. Being pulled into a briefcase would do that to a person.

      Damn. I had been pulled into the briefcase.

      This was a giant, stinking mess of crap, and I was neck high in it and steadily rising.

      I sat up. “Where are we?” I glanced around, but all I saw was darkness. However, I could see Gran clearly as though we were in a well-lit room. I pressed my hand on the ground, floor, whatever. It was solid—cold but smooth like tile. I knew it wasn’t, though.

      “Are we in the soul collector’s briefcase? Holy shit. We are. Aren’t we?” I glanced around at the darkness and the solid floor. It made sense. Somehow, he’d shrunk our bodies to the size of ants. If I wasn’t so terrified, I might have thought it cool.

      Gran leaned back. “Could be his briefcase. Purgatory? Possibly. I wish I knew… but I’ve never been to purgatory before.” Gran looked around. “I’m guessing this is more of an in-between.”

      “An in-between? What’s an in-between?”

      Gran wrinkled her face in thought. “It’s like a pocket of reality, another place where souls and spiritual beings wait before they go to their intended places. But this place… it’s more like a cage for trapped souls.”

      “Souls?” I reached out and touched my arms, legs, and chest. “I’m solid.” I grabbed my Gran’s hands with mine. “So are you. And you look the same as before.” I let go and leaned back. “This is so weird. Does this mean we’re alive?”

      “Use that big Davenport brain of yours,” snapped Gran. “Of course I’m not alive, Tessie. What you saw on the other side, on the plane of the living, was a corpse. A pretty well-kept one, if I say so myself, but a corpse nonetheless.”

      My brain was having a hard time catching up to what she was saying. “But… I don’t understand.”

      “It’s okay. It takes a moment for your head to rearrange itself to this reality. This place. What you see, how you see me right now, is a representation of me and my consciousness. This is me as my soul. You’re looking at my soul.”

      “So I’m dead too.” The memory of the soul collector throwing his briefcase at me came flooding back. “I was too weak to fight him off. I was spent. I’m sorry, Gran. I thought I could beat him. I was stupid.”

      Gran studied my face. “Help me up. Would you? This might be a representation of me, but my knees are still the knees of a hundred-and-four-year-old woman.”

      I got to my feet and helped Gran up, just noticing that her cane was missing. “If there’s a way in… then, following that logic, there’s got to be a way out. You call this place an in-between? So it’s temporary. To me, it means it’s weaker. Maybe we can break through or something?”

      “Listen to me, Tessie,” said Gran as I let her go gently. “This in-between is for the collection of souls from the dead, but you’re different. Your body wasn’t resurrected. You were alive when he took your soul. You shouldn’t be here. You’re not like us.”

      “Us?”

      As if on cue, I heard the shuffling of feet, and a group of people stepped from the shadows of this place, close enough so I could see them. If these were the decomposing, limb-falling-off dead who had been wandering Hollow Cove, they looked nothing like I remembered. As odd as it sounded, they looked healthy. Their skin, though pale, was smooth and full, with no signs of decomposition, no bones showing through giant gaps of skin, and no missing limbs. It was as though this place had restored them to what they used to look like before their deaths.

      I only now realized that both of Gran’s eyes were a sparkly blue.

      My eyes found a familiar face. “Harriette?”

      Martha’s friend Harriette came forward, her once dirt-caked dress now pressed clean and practically glowing. “He got you too? And you’re so young. Such a shame. You had all your life ahead of you—oh, no.” Harriette had gone rigid, her eyes round with fear. “Here he comes!”

      I didn’t have to ask who she meant as I watched her cower away into the shadows of this place. Me? Well, I wanted to face this bastard who took my soul. It wasn’t his to take.

      I stayed where I was, feeling both bold and foolish, happy to see that Gran hadn’t moved either. A few other souls had stayed put, questions on their faces, which told me they were more curious about what would happen to me than their fear of the soul collector.

      A thought occurred to me. Could the soul collector hurt us in here? Of course, he could. This was his in-between after all. He could do whatever he wanted to us. Or so I thought.

      But another, more pertinent question flew at me. “Does our magic work in here?” I whispered to gran.

      She looked up at me. “No idea. But here’s your chance to find out.”

      The soul collector stepped out of the shadows looking like he was off to audit some fancy company on Wall Street. His dark suit was tailored expertly, and that damned briefcase hung in his hand.

      “Well, at least he’s consistent,” I grumbled, making Gran laugh.

      I might be standing as a soul, a spiritual representation of myself in this place, but the anger that now surged through my body, felt exactly the same.

      The soul collector made a beeline for me. I didn’t move, not even when he was face to face with me, standing but a foot from me.

      The demon was tall. Probably six-two, six-three, and skinny. Real skinny, the skin of his face stretched tightly over muscle and bone. He flashed a smile like he was happy to see me, like we were old pals who’d found each other again. Creepy.

      The soul collector opened his briefcase. I stiffened, ready to pull on my magic if he was going to suck us in again and take us to whomever was promised our souls.

      But he pulled out what looked like a portable cash register the size of his hand and discarded his briefcase on the floor next to him.

      I watched as he typed. There was a sound like the printing of paper, and the next thing I saw was a small piece of paper slipping out from the bottom of the tiny machine.

      “Here’s your ticket,” said the soul collector as he ripped off the piece of paper and handed it to me, again with the strange creepy smile like he was doing me a favor.

      Okay. This was all kinds of weird. But I could do weird too.

      I placed my hands on my hips. “Ticket? Why do I need a ticket?”

      He gave me an irritated look. “All souls require their ticket. No ticket. No exchange,” he informed me, like that was supposed to mean something.

      I folded my arms over my chest, moving slightly to the left so Gran was partially hidden. “What happens if I refuse my ticket?” I heard a few gasps from the dead somewhere in the shadows. Guess they all took their tickets.

      I had a feeling if I took the ticket, somehow my being here was final. If I took that piece of paper, I was never getting out.

      And I wasn’t planning on staying.

      The demon’s face pulled into a hostile expression. It was narrow, sour, and his voice matched it. “You cannot refuse your ticket. No soul refuses their ticket. You must take it. Take it now.” He dangled the piece of paper in front of my eyes.

      “I don’t want it.”

      He shot me a murderous look, his face rippling. “Take it.”

      “Make me.” Yes. I was being immature, but the bastard had taken my soul and I wasn’t going to make this easy for him.

      I should have had a dose of adrenaline by now, or a beating heart thumping in my ears. But there was nothing. No beating. No extra pulses of adrenaline. It hit me then that I was really dead. I should have been scared. Should have been out of my head with fear. But all I felt was anger, fury that this demon had taken my life before I was ready to go. This witch had a lot of things to do before she kicked the cauldron.

      The soul collector crumbled the ticket in his hand and then typed something again on his portable soul ticket dispenser before ripping off the paper that appeared from the bottom.

      He clicked his heels together and bent from the waist. “Here’s a new ticket,” he said and handed me the tiny slip of paper. “Take it.”

      I smiled as confidently and as cocky as I could. “How about you take that ticket and shove it up your bony ass.”

      Gran snorted. “Did I ever tell you that you’re my favorite granddaughter?”

      “I’m your only granddaughter.”

      “Which is why you’re my favorite.”

      The soul collector was silent for a second. “Take. Your. Ticket. Please.”

      Please? Oooh. He was mad. But he had said something important. He’d said without a ticket, there’d be no exchange. And I was going for the no exchange part.

      I cocked my hip. “I’m stubborn. I’m the most stubborn witch in a family of stubborn witches.”

      The demon drew back, his face a mask of anger. His body rippled for a second, shadows slipping around him. And I swear he grew a few inches taller.

      “Yes. You are stubborn,” agreed the demon, his voice twisted with distaste. His eyes moved to the ticket and he read, “Tessa Davenport. Age twenty-nine. Born January sixteenth. Five-nine. Weight, one hundred and fifty-three pounds—”

      “Hey! I’m a hundred and forty-three pounds.” What? I swear.

      “You were a loner as a child. An introvert. Not many friends.” The demon flashed me a smile, his teeth too straight and too perfect. It felt wrong. “You cried a lot. You were a cry baby.”

      “Fuck you.” Emotions I thought I’d buried down long ago came to the surface again—feelings of abandonment, of worthlessness, of being utterly alone in a world where your parents didn’t want you. I’d been a child then. I wasn’t a child anymore.

      The demon made a sound of joy in his throat. “Your mother is Amelia Davenport. And your father is…” he glanced up at me, a strange look in his eye. “Shall I continue? Do you want to know who your father is? It’s what you want to know. Isn’t it? It says it right here. On your ticket.” He dangled the ticket in front of me again, daring me to take it, his eyes wide in challenge.

      Okay. Time to collect myself before my freak-out. I had no idea how the demon knew that. Could be a trick. Demons were master tricksters. If he could read my mind, he’d know I was desperate to find that out. But his actions, his sudden manipulation also told me that I was right. He would say anything to try and get me to take that damn piece of paper. Whatever these tickets were, I had to refuse mine. If I took it, this was all over. Yeah, I did get that it might already be over for me, but my gut—if souls even had a gut—said otherwise.

      “Tessie, what are you doing?” whispered my gran.

      “Trying to get us out of here,” I whispered back.

      “Your plan is to insult him?”

      “Yes.”

      “And is it working?”

      “If he doesn’t squish me like a bug in about three seconds, then, yeah. I think I’m onto something.” This was dangerous work—challenging a demon in his own realm or pocket universe—but I was going with my gut.

      The demon watched me curiously. “Don’t you want to know?” he challenged again, his white eyes gleaming with greed. “Don’t you want to know about your mother’s past? How you came to be?”

      I stood my ground and met the demon’s eyes in challenge. “I don’t care what it says on your piece of paper. I’m still not taking it.”

      The soul collector howled in rage, the sound high-pitched like the cries of a thousand souls. I took a step back. Trust me. You would have too.

      The dead that had stayed to watch this charade I’d created all scrambled away like frightened rats from a big ol’ cat. Big babies.

      The demon pulled away and stomped around the room, space, spectral enclosure, whatever. His body rippled again, as shadows coiled around him. When the shadows settled, he was taller, maybe seven feet now, still skinny, but his head had elongated and widened unnaturally, just as his mouth. But his eyes stayed the same. Black talons sprouted at the ends of his fingers the size of kitchen knives. He looked like a giant scarecrow from hell.

      The soul collector’s eyes burned white until they became glaringly bright and painful to look upon. He spun around in rage, moving his burning glare to me and then to my gran, as though trying to decide who to devour first. His eyes settled on me.

      “I think you made him mad,” muttered Gran. “Look. He’s foaming from the mouth.”

      “Yup. I see a bit of dribble too.”

      She laughed. I laughed. It was an odd moment. I think this in-between was seriously playing with our heads.

      And when the soul collector spoke again, his teeth were sharp and pointy, like the teeth of a fish. “If your soul wasn’t worth a hundred souls, I’d rip you in half!”

      That was a surprise. “My soul’s worth that much?” Yay me. “Why?”

      The soul collector opened his mouth as if to answer but then clamped his jaw shut. “I think I’ve changed my mind,” he said instead. “You’re not worth the trouble.”

      I snorted. “Oh, but am I… so much trouble.”

      He came at me, all gangly limbs, talons, and fish teeth. He moved like a stop-motion animation character with a few frames missing, his movements jerky and stiff. He reminded me even more of a scarecrow in a suit. It made me wonder if this was his true self, and the version I’d seen back in the world of the living was just a glamour.

      “If I kill him,” I said quickly. “Do we all go home?”

      “If you could kill him, which I don’t think you can,” said Gran, giving me a sympathetic smile.

      “But if I did?”

      “Then you go home. We go back to our graves.”

      “Good enough for me.” It was worth a try.

      With my confidence renewed, I stood with my hands splayed and pulled on the elements.

      And nothing happened.

      That’s when I realized my mistake. The elements that gave me my magic didn’t exist here. Elemental magic was the power to exercise some control over nature and its elements, but there was no nature here. Quite the opposite. Here in the in-between, there were no elements. No forms of magic, no earthly power, no energies coursing through the air. There was nothing.

      Ooops.

      I braced myself, staring at the hideous demon. Technically I was dead. Right? So how bad could it be?

      Bad. Really bad.

      The last thing I saw was the soul collector’s smiling face as his fist connected with my jaw and pretty black stars marred my vision.
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      Pain in the in-between was just like pain in the world of the living, possibly even worse.

      I fell on the hard, black floor and rolled. Just as my vision cleared, a giant shoe moved into my light on sight. Shit. He was going to stomp me to death. Or was it true death? I wasn’t sure about the nomenclature, but who cared?

      I scrambled away, just as a size fourteen shoe slammed the spot where I’d been a second ago.

      I raised my brows, surprised at my own speed. “You missed—”

      A fist connected with the side of my head, twice, and my balance wavered. I did not see that coming. Witchy instincts intact, I managed to drag myself up and away before he hit me again.

      Without magic, I would have to rely on my nonexistent combat skills, which basically consisted of a kick in the balls. When in doubt, go for balls. Wait… did he even have balls?

      A quick glance around me showed me the only person watching my humiliation was my gran. I gave her a finger wave. She shook her head in disappointment.

      “No ticket. No trade. No deal,” the demon kept repeating those words, over and over again, swinging his gangly limbs, his movements jerky like a giant puppet.

      The only good thing about being in the in-between was that I didn’t have the constant need to pee. Now, that was something.

      I studied the demon for a moment. If I couldn’t do magic, how was I supposed to get out of here?

      The soul collector came at me again. I thought about running, but where would I go? Only darkness surrounded me and then some more darkness.

      The demon’s cold hand wrapped around my throat and jerked me off the ground. He brought me closer to his face until the point of his nose poked my cheek. His foul breath reeked of carrion, as though all the flesh of those souls he stole was in his stomach.

      “You need a Tic Tac,” I wheezed, and I heard the distinctive sound of flesh hitting flesh, as though someone had slapped their forehead. Gran.

      The soul collector narrowed his eyes and squeezed. He squeezed my throat and kept squeezing until I heard a few snaps. Shit. He was going to pop my head off like a dandelion. A rush of nervous giggles broke out of me at the thought. I really shouldn’t have been laughing, but I couldn’t help it.

      I wasn’t sure my soul would survive without my head, though. I closed my eyes. A certain peace resonated from knowing it was all about to be over. I had done everything I could think of, fought as hard as I could, and now it was over.

      I found myself, in my final seconds, idly wishing I could have had time to talk to Marcus. I still had so many questions for him. Why he hadn’t told me about Allison was the major one. There was also the question as to who my father was. After that tiny incident earlier, I knew I was on to something. Now I would never find out…

      My eyes snapped open. “Stop! I’ll take the ticket!” I managed to wheeze.

      The pressure around my neck lifted and suddenly I hit the floor. Pain seared from my right thigh, but at least my head was still attached to my neck. I took that as a win.

      The demon stared down at me, his head listing from side to side. “You will take your ticket?”

      “Yes.”

      That portable soul ticket dispenser magically appeared in his hand and he yanked out a brand-new ticket and handed it to me.

      I raised my hand and gestured for him to wait. “Not so fast, SC.” I figured I could shorten his name now that we were pals. “I’ll take your ticket, but first, you need to answer a few questions. You demons are about making deals. Right? Well, this is my deal.”

      The sound of feet shuffling toward me pulled me around.

      “Tessie, what do you think you’re doing?” Gran’s face was a mix of horror and fear. “You’re the only one who has a chance to get out of this place.”

      “It’ll be fine. Trust me.”

      She glowered at me but said nothing else.

      The demon narrowed his eyes and considered me a moment. “Ask your questions.”

      I swallowed, finding it strange not to have the familiar beating of a heart. I felt hollow, empty, wrong. “Who summoned you in Hollow Cove? I need a name.”

      The soul collector smiled. “That’s confidential. I cannot reveal the names of the signees. Those are the terms of the contract. They are quite clear on that subject. Revealing any name would violate that deal. I am a professional, after all.”

      Figures. “Okay then.” I’d have to try a different angle. “What was the motive behind your contract. What was the exchange?”

      “I cannot tell you that either.”

      “Come on,” I pressed. “You’ve got to give me something. I’m taking my ticket here.”

      The soul collector crossed his arms over his slim chest as he thought about it. “I can tell you… that the deal consisted of granting a life.”

      “An exchange for one life?” Damn. “All those souls for one life?” My gran’s. Harriette’s. All of those dead?

      He nodded thoughtfully. “Yes.”

      I stared at him incredulously. “How is that fair?”

      The soul collector shrugged. “I’m a demon. We don’t play fair.”

      “Right.”

      He looked down at me sharply. “I only offer the terms. The subject has a right to refuse. And in this case, the offer was accepted. I am in my rights to take the souls that were promised to me.”

      Since I had him talking, I decided to keep going. “But my name wasn’t in that contract. Right?”

      The demon dipped his head to the side. “No. Your name was not in the contract.”

      “So, in theory, what you did was illegal.” I had no idea if there was such a thing here, but I was going on desperate. “You had no right to bring me to this place.” It was a bit of a stretch, but at this point, I had nothing else to lose.

      The soul collector laughed, a sick, wet, phlegm-infested laugh that had the hairs on my neck rising. “There are no illegalities here. Just deals. Contracts. It’s simple. You attacked me first. I was obliged to defend myself, which in the Netherworld constitutes as a rightful claim on your soul.”

      Crap. My eyes moved to the briefcase that was still lying on the ground. If I got in through his briefcase, could I get out the same way? Was it a doorway?

      “Your ticket,” urged the demon again.

      “Keep your pants on, SC,” I told him. “Is this person or persons in Hollow Cove? Do they live there?”

      “Yes.”

      Okay. That was a good thing. But only if I could get the hell out of this place.

      “I think that is enough questions,” said the soul collector. He waved the ticket in front of me. “A deal is a deal, Tessa Davenport.”

      I smiled at the demon. “I lied.”

      The demon howled in primal fury and swept one long arm at me. I caught only a tiny fraction of the blow, but it was enough to send me sprawling on the ground in agonizing pain.

      Okay. Maybe not the smartest thing in the world to say.

      I felt hands on my arm and spun to find Gran’s disappointed frown.

      “You’re even more stupid than your mother.”

      “Thanks,” I grimaced, not appreciating the comparison.

      I got to my feet with Gran’s help. I followed her worried blue gaze behind me to the soul collector who looked like he was about to flatten me with his fists, like one of Ruth’s pancakes. “Don’t worry, Gran. I’ve got this.”

      “Do you?” she questioned skeptically. “It doesn’t look like it.”

      I might have been out of my mind pissing off a demon in the in-between, but I still had a card to play. If that didn’t work, then yeah, I was screwed.

      “What are you going to do?” asked Gran.

      I exhaled, which was really just me opening my mouth since I didn’t require any air to breathe. So weird.

      “The only thing I can,” I told her.

      The soul collector came at me in a rush, but I had been waiting for that.

      Focusing, I sent out my will, like a fishing line, trying to catch something—anything.

      I channeled the ley lines.

      What could I say? Desperation gave a woman extraordinary resources.

      I had no idea if ley lines ran to another world, another plane of existence, but I was willing to bet they did. Maybe just a fraction, but enough for what I needed to do.

      The tiniest spark of energy answered, and if I hadn’t been paying attention, I would have missed it.

      I pulled on it, pulled the only source of energy or magic I could reach.

      “Tessie, you better hurry,” urged Gran. “He’s coming.”

      “I did my best,” I said, as I let go of the ley lines, what I thought were lines but could easily be just the energy that kept this place running. “I’m happy to have met you, Gran,” I told her honestly, my eyes on the angry soul collector as he stormed in my direction.

      “Me too.”

      I felt Gran’s fingers through mine and I squeezed. If I was about to be crushed like a bug, better to have done it with a loved one next to me. My eyes burned, but I had no tears. If so, my face would have been wet with them.

      “Liar!” roared the soul collector. “Liar! Liar! Liar!” He came at me again, all puppet-like, almost mechanical, and I nearly let out a nervous giggle.

      This is the end…

      A burst of sudden energy hit me, a vibrating power that I felt in my body, my bones, and it had nothing to do with the soul collector.

      Gran gasped. I looked down at her, but she was looking behind me. I followed her gaze.

      From the shadows stepped a man with silver eyes.

      I smiled and gave him a finger wave with my free hand. “What took you so long, Dad?”
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      You might have called me delirious. Or stark raving mad. Maybe I was. Maybe that’s what happened when you spent time in the in-between, but I was going for broke here. Yet, my gut told me I was right. This silver-eyed man, demon, was my daddy dearest. Well, if he wasn’t, I was in even more trouble.

      At least he’d gotten the soul collector’s attention, so he’d stopped advancing on me. His blindingly bright eyes locked on the newcomer.

      Even Harriette and the other dead here all crept out from the shadows to get a better look. Either that, or they were just waiting to see what the soul collector was going to do.

      The silver-eyed stranger wore a nice navy jacket with a crisp white shirt. His gray hair and beard were both cropped close to his fair skin. He was tall, with strong shoulders, but he looked tiny in comparison to the soul collector.

      Gran’s fingers released from my other hand and she gripped my arm instead, balancing herself. It ticked me off a little that the soul collector hadn’t offered her a cane. But why would he?

      Our eyes met. I’d expected to see a shocked expression on her wrinkled face, but she looked… she looked relieved and slightly curious. “You knew?”

      Gran shrugged. “I knew your father wasn’t Sean the loser. I just wasn’t sure who he was. But him,” she gestured with her head. “He could be your father. Or maybe he isn’t.”

      If he was my father, that meant my daddy was a demon…

      Meh. I can work with that.

      “Well, I’m screwed either way if he doesn’t help.” I cleared my throat, waited until the silver-eyed demon looked over to me, and said, “You’re my father. Right?”

      The silver-eyed demon walked toward me and Gran. “Tessa? Curious to see you here. What did you do now?” His voice was blank, like he wasn’t concerned at all that I was trapped here. That I was most probably dead, and he was having a conversation with my soul-self.

      “Me?” I screwed up my face. “You’re curious?”

      “Are you lost?” The soul collector stepped in his way, his gangly limbs swaying like a scarecrow in a breeze. “This is my locker. Get your own.”

      Locker? Seriously?

      Gran and I shared a look. Interesting. We were stuck in a goddamn locker, somewhere in the in-between. This was all kinds of wrong.

      The soul collector pushed the stranger back forcedly with a finger. “You can’t be here. Out! Get out!”

      The silver-eyed man flattened his shirt. “I’m here to retrieve my daughter,” he said, making me flinch, and Gran squeezed my arm tighter. So I was right.

      I could feel Harriette’s eyes on me. Hell, all the deads’ eyes were on me. I didn’t blame them. My dad was a demon. It wasn’t a sentence you heard a lot, even in our paranormal circles.

      I’d had my suspicions, but now that he’d uttered the words out loud, it made them true.

      My dad was a demon. So… what did that make me?

      “So that’s him, eh?” stated Gran. “Well, he’s not a bad looker. A silver fox. Looks like you got your looks from both your parents, but I’m guessing your magic comes from him. Your mother is a dud.”

      While the two demons stared each other down, I used that moment to talk to Gran.

      “Gran. If I get out of here, what happens to you?”

      Gran let go of my arm and took my hand in hers. “Don’t worry about me, Tessie. I’m old. I’m dead. You need to think of you now.”

      “But,” I pressed, “what will happen to your soul?”

      She looked away from me then. “A demon will ingest it, I presume. Or he’ll sell my soul to the highest bidder. And then they’ll torture it. Torture me, I suppose.”

      I shook my head. “That can’t happen.”

      Gran looked tired. “There’s nothing you can do about it. It’s too late for us.”

      “Not if I can help it.” I wasn’t giving up on Gran or the other poor souls locked up in this supernatural locker. If I could figure out a way to break that contract before they were traded or sold or whatever, we were golden.

      First, I needed to get out of here. Yeah. No biggy.

      “… let’s see the contract,” my daddy dearest was saying, his hand out and gesturing. “If her name’s not on it, and I’m sure it’s not, she’s coming with me.” His eyes glowed with sudden brightness, and the floor beneath my feet vibrated with power.

      Gran giggled, sounding like Ruth. “There’s going to be a fight!” she said happily.

      My father—it was an odd thing just saying it to myself—snapped his fingers, and a paper scroll appeared in his hands.

      The soul collector hissed and spat a few words in another language that I was guessing were some sort of demon dialect. Daddio seemed to have a few tricks up his sleeve.

      My father unfurled the scroll. “Her name is not here.” He handed the contract to the soul collector who snatched it back and with a blink, the scroll disappeared or dissolved.

      The soul collector pointed a finger at me. “Her soul is mine. She sealed her fate by attacking me. I had every right to take it. It belongs to me.” He had the nerve to look pitiful, like somehow I was the bad guy.

      “What do you want in exchange for her soul?” My father crossed his arms over his chest, looking all business, like this wasn’t the first time he’d dealt with a soul collector.

      The soul collector’s hairless brow rose and disappeared under his hat. “You want to deal?”

      My father lifted his chin as his voice turned to frost. “I want to deal.”

      The soul collector’s face spread in a wicked smile that gave me the creeps. He rubbed his long, skeletal hands together in glee. After pausing for a moment, he said, “A part of your soul.”

      “Done,” agreed my father without a second’s hesitation.

      The two demons shook on it. A spark of light flickered from their hands, which could only be my father’s soul partition—if that was even a thing. And then it faded as they broke apart.

      The soul collector clapped his hands in delight and hopped from one foot to the other. He lifted his hat and bowed from the waist. “Nice doing business with you, Obi-Wan Kenobi.” He spun around, grabbed his briefcase on the ground, stepped into the darkness, and just… vanished.

      “Obi-Wan? Are you kidding me?” My eyebrows shot up. “What just happened?”

      “Your father just sacrificed a part of his demon soul for your life,” answered Gran, though I already knew the answer. She pursed her lips. “Nice chap.”

      I watched him come over. He was a stranger to me. Yet, he’d just done something my own mother would never have done.

      “I hope you have a good therapist,” said Gran.

      “I don’t need a therapist,” I told her. “I have wine.”

      My father paused when he reached us, his silver eyes moving to rest on Gran. “You’re Amelia’s mother. Eleanor Davenport, if I’m not mistaken,” he said, as though just acknowledging her presence.

      “I am,” answered Gran, sizing him up. “I don’t think we’ve ever met.”

      Something crossed over his features that could have been interest. “Hmm.” His silver gaze flicked to me. “Time to go, Tessa,” he said as he pressed his hand on my shoulder.

      “Wait a second. You’re letting your demon peeps think your real name is Obi-Wan Kenobi? Seriously?” Now I knew we were definitely related.

      A hint of a smile pulled at his lips. “You seriously need to leave now.”

      “Wait! I have a lot of questions for you, mister.”

      “I’m sure you do,” he answered with a half-smile. “But now is not the time. The longer you stay in the in-between, the weaker your mortal soul becomes until it severs from your body and can never return.”

      “But what about Gran?” I asked, looking down at her. “What about her soul? Can’t you do something?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. Her name’s in the contract.”

      “So what?” I cried, panic hitting hard at the thought of Gran’s soul being ingested by some monstrous demon. But then, my father was a demon too… this was so messed up. “Contracts are broken all the time. Can’t you help her?”

      He gave me a blank look. “I can’t.”

      My fear turned into frustration. “I can’t just leave her here. She’s my family. This isn’t right.”

      My father’s hold on my shoulder tightened. “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do for her.”

      “Then I’m staying,” I said, trying to wiggle out of his grasp, but it was like his hand was glue there. “I can find a way out myself.” Probably not, but I was hoping he wouldn’t see my bluff.

      “Tessie, don’t be stupid,” argued Gran, I’d never seen such gentle pain on her face before. “Listen to him. It’s too late for me.”

      “It’s not.” I gave my father a hard stare. The thought of leaving Gran here, her soul to die, was unbearable. I opened my mouth to tell him to do something again, but a flash of light, a burst of heat, and a cloud of darkness flew up around me. The next thing I knew, I started to fall.

      And then my world was a wash of white light and nothing else.
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      I woke up in an illuminated white room with white walls, white floors, and no windows. It was large but not so much that I couldn’t see the walls and frame of the place. It had that hospital or morgue vibe. Was this Horizon? Heaven?

      The last thing I remembered was my father, the demon, touching my shoulder. Then with a flash of light, now I was here. But where was here?

      My head hurt. My legs, arms, and hip hurt even more. Everything hurt, like I’d been pulled apart and put back together too quickly. My neck felt stiff, and it took me a second to realize that I was horizontal, lying on the ground and staring up at a white ceiling.

      Ceiling.

      I pushed myself up to a sitting position and looked around, sweeping my gaze across the room until it landed on a staircase. Stairs. My heart slammed in my chest. My heart. I was alive!

      I took a deep breath. Then another. The place was sparkling clean, but the air smelled of pine needles, wet leaves, and flowered-meadows, mixed with an underlining scent of coffee. Familiar.

      I shot to my feet, my pulse pounding. “I’m in the basement?” I spun on the spot. “There’s nothing in here.” This was definitely Davenport House’s basement. I was certain. But it was empty.

      I’d expected to see something. Some torture equipment? Or a chamber where the men Beverly kicked down here all were magically lobotomized? Imagine my utter disappointment to find a sterile, hospital-clean-like room with no cheating husbands boiling in cauldrons.

      Still, I’d learned something. The basement was some sort of doorway, a portal to the Netherworld. I smiled. Davenport House was still full of secrets.

      So, my demon father—yes, demon—had sacrificed a piece of his soul to give me back my life. I’d have to think on that later. It was a lot to process. Now? Now, I had to see about canceling that contract with the soul collector for Gran’s and the other dead souls. I wasn’t about to let her soul rot in the in-between.

      I rushed over to the stairs, climbed them, and pushed open the basement door.

      A lot of things happened at once.

      Dolores let out a screech that went off the high end of the scale as she fell off of her chair and crashed to the floor with a loud thump.

      An instant later, Beverly clasped her hands to her breasts, like they were about to kick off into the sky like rockets.

      Iris gave me a tiny wave from across the kitchen table, looking pleased and not that surprised to see me.

      My mother looked at me. Well, she tried, but her eyes were everywhere at once. “Oh. You’re back,” she said, burped, and started laughing.

      And then there was Ruth.

      “Oh. Have you come back from the dead like them?” she asked, a huge grin on her face, pointing to three resurrected dead people sitting in our living room. I recognized Sam as he waved at me. “I’m getting really good at stitching and gluing back body parts.” Ruth’s face was unnaturally red and blotchy. “You need some help?”

      “Uh. No. But thanks,” I told her, figuring I should be polite. “I’m not dead. I mean, I was. But I’m not anymore.” Wow. I sounded even more nuts than she was.

      But one thing was for sure. They were all drunk. Completely wasted with red, puffy eyes. It was obvious they’d been crying. A lot. Over my presumably dead self.

      Ronin walked over to me, the only one other than Iris who didn’t look at me like I was a ghost. “Man, I’m so happy to see you,” said the half-vampire, a smile blossoming on his face. “I’m so happy… I could spank you.”

      I laughed. “Try it. And you’ll really be a half-vampire when I’m done with you.”

      Iris pushed her chair back, wiped her eyes, and gave me an awkward side hug. “I knew you’d be back,” she said letting go of me.

      “My daughter’s back,” slurred my mother. “She was dead. And now she’s back. Back. Back. Back. She’s ba-a-a-ck.”

      I raised a brow. “Looks like I missed a hell of a party.” At least ten wine bottles littered the table, all of them open. “What did you do? Rob the liquor store?”

      I caught sight of Dolores trying to get up from the floor, but she kept missing the table’s edge with her hand, like she was seeing double.

      “What the hell happened to you?” asked Ronin, who seemed positively sober, albeit with a beer in his hand. “One minute your body is on the ground. And the next”—he gestured with his hands—“poof. You were gone.”

      I stared at Ronin. “What happened to the soul collector when I vanished?”

      “He disappeared too,” he answered. “He didn’t bother with any more souls. He just grabbed his briefcase and vanished.”

      “Good,” I nodded. “That’s good.” It meant this wasn’t over yet, and the three dead people staring at me from the living room proved it. They were the last.

      “So, what happened, Tess?” Ronin asked again. “Where were you?”

      “I was in the in-between.”

      Silence.

      “I was in the in-between with Gran and the other dead souls. In the soul collector’s locker.”

      More silence.

      Okay, this was not going as smoothly as I had hoped.

      “The what, darling?” asked Beverly as she finally let go of her breasts, looking at me like I’d grown a third eye on my forehead.

      I sighed. “The in-between.”

      “In-between?” Beverly took a large gulp of her wine, a mischievous smile on her pretty face. “The only in-between I know is when I’m in between the sheets with a man on top of me.” She threw back her head and laughed, joined shortly by my mother. Oh, dear. Were they bonding?

      “She means the in-between, you slut puppy,” admonished Dolores from the kitchen floor.

      Oh, boy.

      Ruth shook her head. “I don’t understand. In between what? And where’s the puppy?” she added, looking over her shoulder. “Here, boy! Here, boy!”

      I exhaled long and low and pinched the bridge of my nose. This was going to be a long night. I looked over to the microwave digital clock. 8:53 p.m. So I’d only been stuck in the in-between for a couple of hours, long enough for my aunts and mother to drink themselves into a stupor.

      I cast my gaze over my aunts and mother, and not one of them made eye contact. “It’s a place. A pocket from another world, another dimension. Gran said it was a temporary place where trapped souls go before they get… traded.” I figured I’d skip the ingestion and torture parts. At least for now.

      “Mum was there with you?” asked Dolores from the floor. She was lying on her back now, seemingly having given up trying to get up. “Give her a message. Will you?”

      “Uh… I’m not sure…”

      “Tell her… tell her I don’t forgive her! Hah!” Dolores chuckled and smacked her thigh for good measure.

      At the mention of Gran, my chest tightened. “She was there with me. So were all the other dead. Well, their souls. It’s complicated.” Besides, they would never understand in their drunken state.

      “Do my boobs look bigger to you?” came Beverly’s voice, and when I looked over at her, she was pulling down her low-cut shirt, exposing her girls and most of her bra. “They look bigger. Like bigger, bigger. Huge.”

      Ronin leaned forward. “It’s been like this for two hours. I’m thinking in about five minutes, Beverly’s taking off her top,” he added with a smile.

      I shoved him playfully. “This is not good.” How were they supposed to help me if they were all like drunks fresh off a bender?

      “Tessa?” Beverly let go of her sweater and looked up at me. “How did you end up in the basement?”

      Good question. I shrugged. “No idea. You’d have to ask my father.” My eyes fell on my mother who was, surprise, surprise, still avoiding my gaze. “My demon father rescued me.” I waited, letting the words sink in.

      My mother made an oof sound as she slipped off her chair and fell on the kitchen floor, apparently out cold.

      I stared down at her. “She should have been an actress.”

      “Demon father?” Dolores stared at the ceiling, a glimmer of confusion crossing her face, far away and distant behind the drunk state she was in. She moved her hands in front of her in the air, like she was trying to catch butterflies.

      “Puppy! Here, puppy, puppy. Here, boy!” Ruth fell to her knees under the table, looking for the imaginary puppy.

      “You’re all completely hopeless. This whole thing is hopeless.” I stared at my drunk family. I couldn’t reproach them for it. They’d been sad. They thought I was dead. I’d be drunk too if I believed any one of them had kicked the cauldron.

      Ronin and Iris were the only ones sober at this point and the only ones who could help me. Though with what, I wasn’t sure.

      “What you do you mean, your demon father?” Ronin watched me, his face wary.

      I looked at both Iris and Ronin. “It’s a long story. And I’ll tell you. But first, we need to figure out a way to break the contract. I can’t leave my gran’s soul in that place,” I told them, trying to fight the overwhelming feeling of dread that blossomed in my gut. “We don’t have much time. I just don’t know where to look.”

      With the last three dead, the soul collector wasn’t done yet with his contract. He’d be back. Tonight, most likely, if the way he’d left suddenly in the in-between was any indication.

      Maybe it was too late. Maybe there was nothing I could do to save Gran…

      For the first time tonight, I felt truly afraid.

      “Tessa?”

      I looked up to find Sam standing next to me, his face drooping slightly. His decomposition stages had advanced considerably since I’d last seen him.

      “Hi, Sam.” I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      Sam lifted a finger to me as he spoke. “You asked me earlier to tell you if I remembered anything else.”

      My pulse quickened. “Yeah?”

      “Well, I did remember something else,” continued Sam. “I didn’t remember before. But I remember now.”

      “And what did the voice say?” I asked, my voice high.

      Sam looked at me and said, “My daughter Margorie.”
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      My daughter Margorie.

      I let this new information sink into my brain. I’d made the mistake of thinking Margorie was an adult. Though she still could be, my witchy instincts were bending toward a young person—possibly a child or a teenager.

      “She’s a kid,” I said out loud. I moved my gaze over to Iris and Ronin. “If I’m right, it’s why we never found her name on the town’s census. If she doesn’t pay taxes or doesn’t vote, they probably just forgot to add her.” That had to be it.

      “But how do we find her?” asked Iris. “She could be anyone’s kid in Hollow Cove. We don’t have a last name.”

      My stomach fluttered with anticipation. “Ronin. Can you hack into the Hollow Cove’s schools—both elementary and high school?”

      The half-vampire cocked a brow, looking smug. “Am I the hottest man you’ve ever laid eyes on?” His face fell when I didn’t answer. “Of course, I can. Where’s your computer?”

      I moved to the kitchen table where I’d last left my laptop and yanked it from under a plate of crackers. “Here.”

      Ronin took my computer, found a spot at the table that wasn’t covered in wine stains, and began to work.

      “This is it,” said Iris, a smile brightening her face. “We’ve found her.”

      Something still bothered me. “Iris. To break a demon’s contract, can I just tear it up?” I didn’t think it would be that easy, but I had to make sure. My father had held a copy of that contract for a few seconds in the in-between. He hadn’t torn it up either. Maybe he couldn’t. And yet, I had a feeling Margorie’s parents had a copy.

      The pretty Dark witch shook her head. “You can’t. I’ve looked and looked. There are only two ways to destroy a contract with a demon. You have to get the signee to dissolve the contract. Or you need to come up with a better deal to change the soul collector’s mind.”

      “That simple, huh?” It was going to be a lot harder than I thought, but what choice did I have?

      “How was it in the in-between?” asked Iris. “Was it scary? What did it look like? Was it dark and ominous like the Netherworld? Were you able to do things that you couldn’t do here? How did it feel? How did you feel?”

      I looked at Iris. I wasn’t surprised by her questions. She had a curious mind, just like me. “It was—”

      A knock came from the kitchen back door, and before any of us could answer, it swung open.

      “Tessa? You’re alive?”

      Marcus stood on the small jute entrance rug, his hand still on the doorknob as he stared at me, shock in his wide gray eyes.

      Oh, yeah. He thought I was dead too.

      For a moment, there was only him and me, staring at each other. My drunk family was forgotten as a brush of cold wind entered the kitchen.

      His face was strained with emotion, and it had me feeling things I’d worked so hard to push away. Pain glazed his eyes, and his face was pale under his dark hair. Dark circles lay prominently under his eyes and made the gray pop in a very sexy way.

      God, that man was beautiful…

      “I thought you were dead,” he said, his voice both confused and relieved, his confidence cracking. It was nice to see him shaken, nice to see that he cared. But under the circumstances, I couldn’t enjoy it.

      I felt a pang in my chest. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m back.”

      “What?” Marcus shook his head, frustration crossing his face. “Disappointed?” His jaw clenched, his expression growing tight with anger. “Why did you do it? Why would you put yourself in danger like that? How could you be so reckless? Are you crazy?” He was practically shouting.

      “Me? Crazy?” Just a little. I shared a look with Iris before turning back to him. “I did what I had to do.”

      “No,” he growled, sounding a little more ape than man. “You didn’t have to do that. You acted without thinking again. Without thinking of the consequences.”

      He had a point, but I had been trying to save my gran. “What are you doing here, Marcus?” My heart jump-started in my chest. I couldn’t help it. The man made me weak in the knees.

      He sighed and looked around the kitchen, seemingly only noticing now my drunken family. “I came to check on your aunts and your mother.”

      Damn. Why did he have to be so nice? “Well, you’ve seen them,” I said, gesturing to my mother on the floor, snoring. “You can go now.”

      “I found the wine bottle,” said a voice behind Marcus.

      Oh, hell, no.

      My mood blackened as I spotted a tall blonde coming up to stand next to him. The emotions from first seeing Marcus and thinking he had feelings for me evaporated.

      Surprise flashed across Allison’s face, and then it darkened. “You’re alive? How is it that you’re alive?” The bitch had the nerve to sound disappointed, like she was happy I had died.

      Iris, being closest to the back door, leaned forward and snatched a long blonde hair from an unsuspecting Allison before stuffing it in her pocket.

      I had to bite the inside of my cheek so I wouldn’t laugh. I loved that Dark witch. “I see you brought gorilla Barbie with you. What? Can’t leave home without her? A bit much. Even for you.”

      Marcus clenched his jaw. “Tessa…”

      “Are you going to let her talk to me that way?” protested Allison, one hand on her hip while she held on to a bottle of white wine in the other. “She can’t talk to me like that.”

      My brows shot up my forehead. “I’m doing it right now. Oh… Martha said to tell you that she can book you early tomorrow for a back wax.”

      Ronin snorted behind the laptop. “I love my life.”

      Allison frowned at me. “I don’t have hair on my back.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

      My eyes fell on Marcus, the man I’d once thought was just as beautiful on the inside as he was on the outside. I’d been so wrong. I could deal with the heartbreak, the betrayal, the intimacy, though the hot sex I would miss. But the fact that he’d actually brought the other woman—or was I the other woman?—to my family home, well, that was just too much.

      I snapped my fingers at both of them. “Get the hell out.” It was rude, and if my Aunt Dolores wasn’t on the floor still drunk out of her mind, she would have been scandalized.

      Marcus stared at me, emotions flying across his face as he pinned me with his gray eyes. He looked… he looked like he was in hell. Allison was whining about something in his ear, but I didn’t hear her over the roaring of my heart in mine.

      “Found it!” declared Ronin.

      I rushed over to Ronin’s side. “Where? Who is she?” I asked as Iris joined me.

      Ronin tapped his finger on the mouse pad. “Here. She’s a first-grader. Margorie Lancaster.”

      I stared at the small image of a little girl with brown blunt bangs, pigtails, and a smile that would melt your heart. This was her. It had to be.

      “She’s cute,” said Iris.

      The name Lancaster sounded familiar to me, but I couldn’t remember why. We’d found her. This was the Margorie Sam was talking about. Yet, I couldn’t shake the heavy feeling of dread creeping up inside my chest. The fact that the soul collector made a deal with her parents didn’t sit well with me. It was going to be bad. I just knew it.

      Before I could protest, Marcus made his way over. Of course, he had to stand next to me. So close, I could smell the freshly clean man wafting from him. Crap. Why did he have to smell so good?

      “Only one family here goes by the name Lancaster,” he said, pulling back a little. “I’ve met Craig Lancaster once. I don’t remember meeting his wife or if they had kids.”

      My heart pounded as I stared at him. “Do you know where they live?”

      Marcus leaned back, his gaze going sharp on mine. “I do.”

      I waited for him to tell me. “Well? Where do they live? We don’t have much time. The soul collector can show up at any time. We need to do this now.”

      “I’ll take you,” he said, finally.

      “What?” both me and Allison protested, making Iris laugh.

      Marcus narrowed his eyes at me. “I’m the chief. I need to know what’s going on in my town. You’re about to do something brave and stupid, likely more stupid than brave. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t own me. Besides, I’m a Merlin. I have the same rights as you when it comes to this town.”

      Eyebrows high, Marcus said flatly. “Take it or leave it.”

      Clenching my jaw, my anger flared. But I could tell he wouldn’t budge. He was just as stubborn as I was. I could just try my luck with Google, now that I knew their last name, but it might take a while. I didn’t have much time.

      “Marcus?” came Beverly’s surprised voice, as though she’d only just noticed him in the kitchen. “Do my breasts look bigger to you?”

      Oh, hell. “Don’t answer that,” I warned, seeing the look of bewilderment on his stupid handsome face.

      Well, I was stuck. I had no choice but to take Marcus’s offer if I wanted to find the parents of that girl.

      I turned to my two friends. “Ronin. Iris. Can you take Sam and the other two… undead to the cemetery?”

      Ronin looked horrified. “You want me to take these oozing, stinkin’, decomposing dead and put them in my very clean car?”

      Iris rolled her eyes. “Fine. We’ll take the Volvo.” She leaned over the kitchen table and grabbed Dolores’s keys from the small wicker basket.

      “Yes, yes. Great idea. Volvos are really safe cars. Everyone knows that,” said Ronin, sounding relieved. Though I didn’t know what he meant by safe. He was going to travel with a couple of dead people.

      “Wait for me at the cemetery.” My nerves were shot, not to mention all the emotions riding in my head at the moment. I pushed all of them away and focused.

      “What do we do if the soul collector shows up,” asked the half-vampire. “I kinda like my soul, thank you very much.”

      “He won’t.” Total lie. “Not yet.” Another lie. “Just wait for me and don’t do anything until I get back. I have a plan.”

      It was more of a work-out-the-plan-as-you-go type affair, but they didn’t have to know. The soul collector had said he traded souls in exchange for lives. Somehow Margorie fit in all this. I just didn’t know how exactly.

      But right now, I was trying to prepare myself mentally for the most uncomfortable car ride of the century.

      Yay, me.
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      Did I mention how uncomfortable this car ride was going to be? Still, I forgot to include the monumental, ready-to-take-my-chances-and-jump-out-the-window unpleasantness of it all.

      I sat in the front seat. How did I manage that, you ask?

      “I’m sitting in the front or I’m not coming. Your choice,” I’d told Marcus. I hadn’t moved until he agreed, all the while Allison cursed me out. I didn’t care. I’d tuned her out.

      The Lancasters lived on the southwest edge of town, according to Marcus. It would take approximately fifteen minutes to drive there, which wasn’t long, but when you’re sitting in an SUV next to the guy you thought you were going to have a future with, who turned out to be a lying douche, not to mention the mated girlfriend in the back—it felt like hours.

      If Marcus had given me the address, I could have jumped a ley line and been at the Lancasters’ house in a blink of an eye.

      But I wasn’t so lucky.

      He was doing this on purpose. He knew being in a tight space right now was not something I wanted. But why? He knew I didn’t need him to drive me. Did he want to enjoy my humiliation? Or was he worried I might do something stupid? I always did stupid things, so that shouldn’t be a surprise.

      He’d seemed genuinely hurt at the prospect of my death, unless he was a great actor, which I didn’t think he was. Still, I had seen the real emotions in his face. So, what did that mean?

      Let’s not forget the beautiful, half-naked blonde I’d caught him with. How could I? She was sitting in the back seat, burning a hole in the back of my head with her eyes.

      I cringed on the inside. This had to stop. I had to focus. I wasn’t about to let a moment of passion screw with my head. If there was a chance I could get the Lancasters to cancel their contract with the soul collector, I was doing it.

      It didn’t matter what the chief thought. Besides, Marcus and I weren’t exclusive. We’d never been on a real date. We weren’t anything.

      I wanted to be the bigger person here. But damn it, he was making it hard. Tough not to reach out and smack him in the face, kind of hard.

      I was still mad as hell at him, not to mention hurt, the kind that takes a while to heal. Still, I wouldn’t want to be him right now.

      Allison let out a loud sigh, and I could feel her eyes on me again. I tried not to smile. It was the only thing that made the trip fun—me in the front, her in the back.

      I snuck a glance in Marcus’s direction. His hands gripped the steering wheel, the tension in his posture obvious. The come-and-go flashes from the streetlights cast long shadows on his face, and a part of me wanted to reach out and touch him. The other part wanted to knock my head against the car window.

      Marcus shifted in his seat as he eased to a stop at a red light. “Where did you go when you… when you…”

      “Died?” I answered for him.

      Marcus shot me a look but I turned my head and stared out the front window so I wouldn’t make eye contact with him.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, my heart pounding a little faster. Stupid heart. I tried to shift my face into what I hoped was a blank expression, but it probably looked like I needed to pee. Which come to think of it… I kinda did.

      Marcus was silent, his body still tensing while he drove off. I could tell he wanted to keep talking but wasn’t sure if he should.

      “I want to know what happened to you,” he pressed, the emotions high in his voice. “What happened after you… after you were gone.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? You know why.”

      “Uh… no, I don’t.” Okay, this was getting awkward. Not to mention that I really had to pee. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, pulling my eyes to him and finding him staring at me. “What matters is that we find the Lancasters.”

      “It matters to me.” Marcus flicked his gaze back on the road, his knuckles gripping the wheel.

      I glared at him. “Don’t patronize me. I’m not really in the mood. I died today. I think I deserve some quiet.” Plus, I did not want to have this conversation with Allison as an audience.

      A sound of disgust came from said wereape in the back.

      I whirled in my seat. “You’ve got something to say, princess?”

      She flashed a brilliant smile, showing off her perfect teeth, framed by her perfect lips. “As a matter of fact, I do. How about you leave my boyfriend alone for starters. Desperate women are not attractive. But then again, desperation looks good on you. You know, the simple gals.”

      Here we go…

      “Shut up, Allison,” growled Marcus, though he didn’t even try to deny what she’d just said.

      “Trust me,” I said, and turned back around, my throat tight and my anger high. “I don’t want to be here. If your boyfriend—or is it mate? God, I’m really confused. You see, he could have told me where the Lancasters live. Then I could have gone out myself to find them.” And saved myself this damn car ride with these two monkeys.

      “Just tell her where they live so we can go home,” said Allison, emphasizing the word home at my expense.

      “No.” Marcus stared at the road. “This isn’t just about Tessa. I’m the chief. If someone is making deals with soul collectors, I want to know about it. I want to know who and why they’re doing it. And I want to stop it.”

      I snorted. “You sound like you think this is going to be easy. Well, let me tell you something, Chief. It’s not.” I laughed. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

      “So, tell me,” snapped Marcus. “You’re a Merlin now, so you must know everything there is about the paranormal. Right? You think a piece of paper makes you better than me? Don’t tell me how to do my job,” he said dryly, with an added laugh from Allison.

      I narrowed my eyes, not sure which wereape I hated more at this moment. “Just drive, Chief.”

      I sat in my hot anger, pondering whether I should open the SUV door open and pitch myself out. I didn’t want to have to sit in this Jeep for a second longer. With my luck, I’d probably end up breaking my neck. I’d already died once today. I wasn’t planning on making it a twofer.

      And when I thought I couldn’t take much more of this awkward silence combined with Allison’s vanilla perfume that made me want to gag, Marcus pulled his Jeep Grand Cherokee into a short driveway.

      I didn’t wait for him to shut off the engine. I clambered out the door and looked around.

      The Lancasters’ house was a typical craftsman cottage with yellow and white trim and a large front porch supported by four thick posts. Soft yellow light leaked from the front windows, and fractal white lights told me a television was on.

      I rushed to the front door and knocked. I felt a heavy presence behind me that told me Marcus was there, followed by a lighter person’s tread. I had no idea why Marcus had brought Allison. Maybe just to piss me off.

      Just as I thought about turning around to tell gorilla girl to wait in the Jeep, the front door swung open.

      A man stood on the threshold. He was in his late forties with a receding hairline, and the hair he had left was a mix of brown and gray. He was thin, his face sunken like he hadn’t slept in months. He narrowed his dark eyes at the sight of me, but his face relaxed when he spotted Marcus.

      “You’re the chief. Right? Is everything okay?” asked the man, his voice tight and suspicious.

      “Hi, Craig,” said Marcus. “Can we come in? We need to talk to you.” His tone wasn’t unpleasant, but it commanded respect. It commanded to open the damn door and let us in.

      Craig stood in the doorway for a moment and then stepped back to let us in. Marcus went in first, which annoyed me, and when I moved to step inside, Allison nudged me with her hip and slipped past me.

      I cursed her with my eyes and moved in behind her. As I passed Craig, I got the familiar witch vibe along with earth and pine smells of a White witch. Craig was a witch. I’d be willing to bet so was his wife. Being witches would explain how they knew about soul collectors.

      Allison turned around once Craig shut the door and gave me a winning smile.

      “You won’t be smiling much when you wake up bald tomorrow.” Gotcha. You, baboon.

      Allison’s jaw dropped. She looked at Marcus for help, but he was ignoring her. His gaze swept across the small entrance to the living area.

      Figuring I should be doing the same, I looked past Marcus, just as a tiny girl wearing pink pajamas with green turtles came running toward us. When she reached her father, she ducked behind his legs, the whites of her eyes showing as she stared at us.

      My eyes fell on the cute little girl I recognized from the picture Ronin had showed me. “Hello, Margorie.”

      At the mention of his daughter’s name, Craig tensed and put a protective arm on her. “Who are you?” he demanded. “What’s this about?”

      “I’m Tessa Davenport,” I introduced myself. “You already know Marcus. And you don’t want to know the blonde. Trust me.” I couldn’t help myself.

      “Bitch,” I heard Allison mutter, and I tried really, really hard not to smile, but my lips betrayed me and curled up anyway. I was trying to be polite to Craig.

      Craig’s face paled at the mention of my name—likely my surname specifically. I saw the moment of realization, just as the panic filled his expression. Yup. He knew why I was here. His posture stiffened, and his eyes flicked to the room on his left.

      I followed his gaze.

      The room was a decent size, but not nearly as large by Davenport House standards. My eyes fell on an oxygen tank and a hospital bed where the dining room used to be, if the chairs and table pushed to the far wall were any indication. They’d turned this into a hospital room. And the bed, well, it was small, perfect for a small child…

      Oh shit.

      The Lancasters had made a deal with the soul collector to save their daughter’s life.

      Cauldron help me.
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      I’d been super excited to get my Merlin license back. I just couldn’t wait to get out there and kick some serious paranormal butt with my extraordinary magical talents.

      Until this very movement, that was.

      My eyes flicked to Craig. “Your daughter is sick,” I said, knowing it to be true. I looked at the cute little girl I’d seen in the picture. “She was sick. Am I right? But now she’s not.”

      “Dear God,” muttered Marcus as the realization dawned on him. As he saw what I saw, he knew exactly the delicate situation we were in.

      “What? I don’t get it,” commented Allison.

      “Get the hell out of my house!” Craig howled, making his daughter yelp and start to cry.

      Frustrated and scared, the man pulled his daughter into his arms and held her protectively.

      I stared at the little girl and my heart just about died at the fear I saw in her eyes. And then all the pieces fit. “You made a deal with the soul collector. Didn’t you? You made a deal that would cure her illness. You traded those souls for her.”

      Craig glared at me, shaking with rage. He knelt and carefully put his daughter on the ground. He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Margorie, go upstairs to your room.”

      “But, Dad…” she whined. “I want to stay here with you.”

      “Now,” ordered her father, his tone harsh but still fatherly. I caught the desperate edge to his voice, though—a panic.

      Margorie gave me a wide-eyed stare before she took off running up the stairs and disappeared into a hallway to the left of the staircase.

      I felt a prick of energy along my skin, and when I looked back at Craig, blue energy danced along his hands, coiling around his fingertips.

      Oh… shit.

      Marcus, being Marcus, felt the threat and ripped off his jacket and shirt, tossing them to the ground. His hands moved to his belt ready to pull off his jeans.

      Not that I didn’t want to see that—because you know I did—but him turning into his King Kong alter ego wasn’t the answer.

      A father was in pain here.

      And of course, Allison followed Marcus’s lead. I blinked as she stood in her pink, double-D bra and jeans.

      “Hey!” I raised my hands, shaking my head. “No one wants to see those.” Who am I kidding? All the men in the world wanted to see those.

      This was so, so screwed up.

      “Let’s all just calm down. Okay?” I said as evenly as I could. “A sweet little girl is upstairs. We don’t want to scare her more than she’s already scared. Got it?” I glared at Marcus and Allison. Once I was sure they’d stop stripping, I turned to Craig.

      “Look. I just want to know what happened.”

      Craig’s body shook. “You can’t take her. You can’t take her from me.”

      “I won’t. I promise.” I had no business promising this witch anything. Not until I figured out what this was. “Did you or your wife summon the soul collector?”

      Craig watched me for a long moment. “My wife died of ovarian cancer when Margorie was two,” he answered finally. “It’s just the two of us. She’s all I have now… and when… and when Margorie got sick… when she got leukemia…”

      He didn’t have to finish for me to understand what had taken place here. “So, when Margorie got sick, you summoned the soul collector.”

      You’d have to be out of your mind with desperation to summon such a demon. Having a sick kid would do that to a person. I probably would have done the same.

      I felt like a part of my own soul shattered at the pain in this man’s voice. He’d gone through hell. I felt like a complete asshole standing in this poor man’s home. He’d suffered enough, but I still had a job to do.

      “Did you know about the souls?” I asked, thinking maybe the demon had tricked him. “Did you know you were trading the souls of all those people in exchange for your daughter’s life?”

      “They’re dead,” shot Craig, shaking his head at me. “What does it matter?”

      I swallowed hard. “Their souls are not. Their souls are very much alive. And they can feel pain.” I waited to see if that made a difference, but Craig was beyond reasoning at this point. And I didn’t blame him.

      “How were you able to make that kind of trade?” asked Marcus. “You’re a witch. I get that. But you didn’t trade your own soul. You traded the souls of strangers. How?”

      Good question.

      “Not strangers.” Craig eyed us. “My family. Those who are buried in the Hollow Cove Cemetery.”

      Yikes. Wait a minute. “Your family? But my grandmother was part of your deal?”

      “The Lancasters and the Davenports share a common ancestor,” answered Craig, like I was supposed to know this. “I’m sorry about your grandmother’s soul, but she lived a long life. My daughter is just a little girl. She deserves to live.”

      Doubled ouch. How the hell was I supposed to ask this man to terminate the contract that saved his little girl’s life.

      Now it was my turn to be in hell.

      Would Gran want me to do this? What the hell was I supposed to do here? I had not expected to see a kid. And I hadn’t expected the deal with the soul collector to be about the life of a sick kid.

      Damn it. If this was me, and I had a sick kid? You could bet your ass I’d do everything in my power to save her. And that included trading some souls.

      But now that I knew the souls could actually feel real pain and suffer their true death? Now I wasn’t so sure.

      Marcus was watching me. I knew he was expecting me to ask the question I really didn’t want to ask at this point.

      I cleared my throat. “Do you have the contract with you?” I doubted he’d ever give it to me. No. This man would die to save his daughter. And I figured that’s what he was about to do next, if it came to it.

      The tension rose. This was getting worse by the minute.

      Craig’s eyes were filled with pain. “I’ll never rescind. Do what you want with me. But I’ll never cancel it. Never.”

      And there you had it. It was over.

      The image of Gran’s soul being devoured by some monstrous demon flicked in my mind’s eye. I couldn’t let Gran suffer, but if I forced this man now, that would make me the monster.

      “Let’s take the damn contract and get out of here,” yelled Allison.

      I looked at her. “The more words fly out of that big mouth of yours, the more I’m tempted to dropkick you in the throat.”

      Allison put her hands on her hips and stuck out her large chest at me, as though her humongous breasts would scare me. “If you’re afraid to do it, then I will.”

      I stepped in front of her. “What are you going to do? Force him to break the contract? You want to be responsible for killing that little girl?” I was shouting in her face.

      “You’re pathetic,” she snarled. “You can’t even do your job. Guess I’ll have to do it.”

      “Don’t,” I warned.

      Allison rolled her eyes over me. “What are you going to do about it?” she challenged. She moved toward Craig.

      And then I lost it.

      “Inflitus!”

      At my will, a blast of kinetic energy leaped up from my outstretched hands toward Allison.

      It hit her in the chest. The force of it threw her across the dining room, back and up into the air to crash into the far wall. It held her there, wreathed in a corona of blinding energy. Allison screamed and thrashed, but I held her there.

      I had the feeling of déjà vu when I’d hit Marcus with my magic the very first time I’d laid eyes on him.

      Well, if the shoe fit…

      “Tessa, let her go.” The soft tone in Marcus’s voice pulled my attention from Allison’s ugly snarl. Ooh… She didn’t do angry pretty.

      “If I do,” I told him, his beautiful gray eyes piercing mine. “You have to make sure she doesn’t touch Craig. Can you do that?”

      “She won’t. I promise.”

      I let go of my will until the power word subsided, and Allison fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs with a frown and a murderous expression.

      Okay, that might have been a little overkill, but she’d asked for it.

      Allison jumped to her feet, her large breasts bouncing, which was really distracting. “You’re dead.”

      “And you need to get a better bra or your girls are going to be hitting your knees pretty soon.”

      Allison stormed my way but stopped at one glance in Marcus’s direction.

      I smiled at her. “Good girl.”

      I made my way to Craig, who’d been watching this exchange with a mix of fear and confusion.

      “I won’t break my contract,” confirmed the male witch.

      I sighed. “I know. And I’m not going to tell you what you did was right or wrong. Just… keep her safe and happy.” Having one loving parent was better than two absent ones.

      Craig gave a nod of his head. That was good enough for me. Now that I knew all the facts, who was I to make a father give over his daughter’s life. It wasn’t something I could live with.

      And neither was giving up on my gran’s soul.

      But I wasn’t.

      I spun around, marched to the front door, and headed out into the cold.

      “Where are you going?” shouted Marcus from behind me.

      “To the cemetery,” I yelled back. Not sure why I even bothered to tell him. Maybe because a little more backup wouldn’t hurt.

      With what I planned on doing, I would need it.
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      I jumped out of the ley line and landed boot first in the snow. I’d wanted to make a cool entrance when I saw Ronin and Iris standing there waiting for me.

      So, of course, I slipped, did an awkward ballerina pirouette, and landed on my ass.

      I was tired, and my muscles burned with exhaustion. I knew it wasn’t just the use of the power words and ley lines that made me feel like I’d just bungee jumped and had the rope snap in half. I’d died today. Guess that took a chunk out of your energy too.

      “Tess? You okay?”

      I looked up to see Ronin hurrying my way with Iris right behind him.

      Breathing through my pain, I staggered to my feet just as they reached me. “I’ve been better, but I’ll live.”

      “You look like crap,” commented Ronin, rolls of white mist shooting out of his mouth.

      “Thanks.”

      “Brutal honest truth is what friends are for.” He grinned, looking pleased with himself.

      Iris gave me an expectant look. “You didn’t break the contract. Did you? I can see it in your face.”

      “Umm. About that.” I quickly told them about Craig and Margorie and how she’d been sick. “I couldn’t do it.” I rubbed my eyes with my fingers. “I couldn’t make a father break the only thing that keeps his daughter alive. I couldn’t be responsible for killing a little kid.” But by doing so, all the souls would die.

      Ronin ran his fingers over his scalp. “What do we do?”

      I clenched my jaw, feeling my body tired and heavy with dread. “We wait for the soul collector… and try to negotiate.” It was a longshot, but it’s all I had left.

      “Making deals with demons is a bad idea, Tessa,” warned Iris as she pulled her winter parka tighter around her. “It’s never what you think you agreed to. They always find a way to trick you. Always.”

      “I know.” I remembered my father dealing with the soul collector. If he could do it, I could too. Though at this very moment, my mind was a complete blank on how I was going to do that.

      “You think he’ll show up?” asked Ronin, thrusting his hands in his jacket pockets and worry etching his brow.

      I glanced over to Sam and the other two dead who sat on some gravestones, probably their own. “He’ll show up. He’s got three souls left to collect. He’ll be here.” He’d been so adamant about his damned tickets that I knew he would never let three good souls go to waste.

      The moon shone as a ghostly silver orb in the sky, with the occasional cloud slipping over it like an ethereal veil. Long shadows stretched out from the gravestones, like elongated, fantom fingers ready to pull you under.

      “Speak of the devil,” said Ronin suddenly, and I pulled my gaze in the direction he was looking.

      The soul collector strolled into the cemetery like he meant business. His dark hat and suit stood out against the white snow that covered the ground, the street lamps casting long creepy shadows over him. He was back to his regular height, but his gate was stiff, and he still moved like an animated character.

      He was heading in the direction of Sam and the others.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said and ran after him.

      “Hey! Wait! SC!” I called.

      The soul collector spun around. His eyes fixed on me and narrowed. “You.”

      “Me,” I said as I neared him. “Happy to see me?”

      “I would rather gouge out my eyes than see you again.”

      “Look at us.” I smiled, motioning with my hands. “We’ve got something in common.”

      The soul collector’s gaze swept past me to glare at Ronin and Iris. “If you think you and your friends can stop me from taking what is mine, you’ll just be wasting your time… and your lives.” He cocked his head to the side and gestured with his briefcase. “Your choice. I always have room for more souls.”

      I turned to find Sam standing next to a gravestone with hatred and a touch of fear in his eyes. His arms were wrapped around himself as though to keep from shaking, but it wasn’t working.

      I pulled my gaze back on the soul collector. “I want to deal.”

      Those were by far the stupidest words I’d ever uttered in my life. Brave? Maybe. Stupid? All the way.

      I tried to remind myself that this was a deliriously insane problem to deal with, all things considered. I had to do something for Gran.

      My knees shook, and I was hoping the demon couldn’t see that. “Did you hear me?”

      The soul collector eyed me for a long moment. “Making deals is what I am about. What deal are you proposing?”

      I saw Ronin and Iris join me at my sides. The sound of a car door slamming brought my attention behind me.

      Marcus was running across the parking lot and hurtling over the headstones like a seasoned athlete. Was it wrong that I was totally turned on by this visual? My surge of libido died at the sight of a tall, leggy blonde running behind him. Oh, well.

      I looked back at the demon. “I want to make a deal with you.” I swallowed and added, “That deal will include the release of all those souls from the contract you had Craig Lancaster sign in exchange for his daughter’s life.”

      “Hmmm.” The demon gestured with a skeleton finger in the air. He paused and said, “That was an extensive contract. And you think you can match that? What can you offer me? Tessa Davenport? I will not release these souls unless I get a better, sweeter deal.”

      Ronin leaned over and whispered. “That’s a good question. What are you going to do?”

      The soul collector placed his briefcase on the snow before him, opened it, and straightened. “What will you give me?”

      I exhaled a long breath. “Well… uh… let me think…”

      The sound of voices crying out in pain reverberated around us.

      I looked around wildly and saw Sam and the other two dead convulsing in the snow, their backs arched in pain. High-pitched shrieks sounded as their limbs thrashed and withered.

      “Stop it.” And then I shouted, “Stop it! You sonofabitch!”

      Sam howled in pain, struggling, as his dead body fought the demonic spell that would soon turn him into ash.

      “Stop!” I said again. “I said I would deal. I want to deal!”

      The soul collector snapped his fingers, and Sam and the other two dead stopped struggling. They sat up from the ground, staring wide-eyed at me.

      “I don’t have all night. Many more souls to collect,” said the soul collector, and the eagerness in his voice had a chill run down my back. “What are you proposing? Come on. Hurry up, now.”

      I felt a pang of nausea as the demon’s white eyes fixed to mine. I rubbed my palms over my arms as a sickly little feeling of dread rolled through me. I looked up to see Ronin and Iris watching me. Their faces were pale, and they looked like they were about to be sick.

      Of all the stupid things I’d done in my life, this took the number one spot.

      “Tessa! What are you doing? Are you crazy!” yelled Marcus, suddenly standing next to me. My heart leaped at the emotion in his voice. I wasn’t sure how much he’d heard, but I guessed he might have heard all of it. A flash of blonde hair caught my eye, and I saw Allison standing against one of the gravestones.

      “I have to agree with the chief,” commented Ronin. “This is nuts. Even for you.”

      I felt a hand squeeze my arm. “This is a bad idea, Tessa,” said Iris. “The only thing that will stop him is if you offer your own soul.”

      “Not going to happen,” growled Marcus.

      But it really wasn’t up to him. “Maybe not,” I told Iris. “Maybe that’s not the only thing I could offer.”

      Suddenly, strong hands grabbed me, and Marcus had me in a hold. I met his eyes, surprised at the flash of fear. He was afraid for me. Anyone else might have misunderstood the brief, deep-seated terror, but I knew what it was. And it was real.

      “Tessa… don’t,” he said, his gray eyes fixing on me to stop my words. “Don’t do this. Me and Allison… it’s not what you think.”

      My lips parted in surprise. “You think I’m doing this because of you?” Because you broke my heart? I gave a hard laugh. “Don’t flatter yourself.” I pulled away from the chief and moved to face the soul collector.

      I felt sick with dread. Damn. Now I’d really done it. The demon’s eyes glittered with success, and I swallowed hard. I felt as if he were seeing through me, my past, or maybe my future.

      The demon raised an amused hairless brow. “And? What will you offer me?”

      My heart pounded as the weight of what I was about to say seemed to make my chest heavy.

      And then I said the words that would change my life forever. “I offer you my service. For one day,” I blurted. Did I just say that?

      Marcus threw his jacket on the ground. “Tessa! What are you doing?” Wow, I didn’t think I’d ever seen him this mad. Steam was coming out of his ears and off the top of his head, but his eyes were begging me to say no.

      Breathing fast, I met the demon’s gaze again and added, “In exchange for all those souls you took from the deal you had with Craig Lancaster. Deal?”

      The soul collector’s attention homed in on me. “One year’s service, and I’ll let all the souls go right now. At this very moment. Your grandmother’s. Everyone. Take it or leave it.”

      The adrenaline in my body was making me shake. “One week.”

      “One month. Final offer.”

      My heart was still hammering away. “Done.”

      “Excellent!” The soul collector clapped his bony hands together as a lump of fear settled heavily in my belly. A wicked, contriving smile spread over the soul collector’s face.

      Holy shit. What had I done?

      “Holy shit! Holy shit!” echoed Ronin as he paced on the spot, rubbing his jaw with his hands. When my eyes found Iris, tears were rolling down her face. I pulled my eyes away before I lost it. It’s not like I was dead or anything. Right?

      The soul collector opened his briefcase and pulled out a scroll of paper and a pen. “Sign here, please.”

      I was already deep in the crapper, so why stop now? I took the pen and signed at the bottom of the paper.

      And then both pen and paper disappeared.

      Next, the soul collector placed his briefcase on the snow next to his shoes, muttered a few words in that same language I’d heard him speak in the in-between, and stepped back.

      I felt a rush of energy, and from inside the soul collector’s briefcase came a mass of brilliant white globes. The souls flew from the briefcase into the air, looking like shooting stars. They shot forward and around, hovering above different graves that surrounded the cemetery. With a last ripple, the spheres of light shifted, elongated, and coalesced into the shadows of the people they used to be.

      And then one by one, the dead returned to their graves where they belonged.

      I recognized Harriette as she lowered herself to the ground across from me and then vanished like mist in the morning sun. I caught a glimpse of Sam as he waved, his lips moving in what I thought was a thank you as he settled into the grave where he’d crawled out of.

      The soul collector took off his hat and bowed from the waist. “Nice doing business with you, Tessa Davenport. I will come to collect you when it’s time.”

      “Wait,” I said, as the demon closed his briefcase and stood. “When’s that?” I wanted to puke.

      The soul collector adjusted his hat. “I’ll be in touch.” And then he spun on the spot and disappeared.

      “This is so messed up,” Ronin was saying. “Did this really happen? Please tell me it didn’t.”

      “It did,” answered Iris, her eyes finding mine. “You look like you could use a drink. We should go home.”

      I shook my head, my eyes burning. “Not yet. I can’t leave yet.” I felt Marcus’s eyes on me as I cast my gaze over the cemetery until I focused on the gravestone I recognized.

      And then I saw her.

      The old woman shuffled forward, her long white hair billowing around her in the cold breeze. As though she felt me staring, she turned around and our eyes met. Her wrinkled face creased into a wide grin, showing her one tooth.

      My eyes prickled with tears. “Goodbye, Gran,” I whispered, my lips quivering and my voice carrying over the wind. I was going to miss that old witch more than words could say.

      Gran raised her hand and waved one last time.

      One second she was there, and the next, Gran was gone.

      And then the tears fell.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      The snow crunched beneath my boots. The winter night air was icy, but I barely felt it over the adrenaline still pounding through my veins making me feel like I’d just stepped out of a sauna instead of walking in the cold December weather.

      I’d asked Ronin to take Iris home in the Volvo. I wanted to be alone with my thoughts, and the walk home was just what I needed to try and keep my brain from suffering an aneurism.

      The truth was, at any moment, I was about to become a sobbing mess, and I didn’t want them to see me cry. Not now. Not after everything we’d been through. And as soon as I was alone, truly alone, a wash of tears came streaming down my face as a torrent of emotions hit me.

      They came at me with a vengeance, and I let them run their course. It would do me no good keeping that all inside. Emotions swept through me as I processed everything that had happened. A fair number of big, ugly, wet sobs burst out of me along with a couple of snot tears, which was also another reason why I didn’t want to have an audience.

      But once they stopped, all of it just… stopped.

      Wiping the tears from my face and blowing my nose with the same tissue I’d used to stuff up my nostrils, I sealed my emotions away.

      I slogged through the snow with my thoughts swirling. I’d accomplished what I’d set out to do, though with a few added unfortunate complications. Still, the dead had returned to their graves, their souls safe. Gran was out of that in-between, her soul safe and back where it belonged. Even with the deal I’d made with the soul collector, I couldn’t have asked for a better outcome.

      There was also the issue about my father—a.k.a. Obi-Wan Kenobi. He’d only just showed up when I started to bend the ley lines. Maybe that was his only way of communicating with me. Maybe I’d triggered some kind of magical alarm when I bent the ley lines. If he had felt me, the question was, who else also had?

      My mother had a past. I couldn’t blame her for it. We all did. But I was curious. Either she’d had an affair with a demon, or she’d met him before my fake-dad, Sean. Did that explain my own fascination with the darker magic? I was going to answer a big ol’ yes.

      Was it also the reason why I’d gone and offered my services to a demon soul collector?

      Nope. That was just stupid.

      I had no idea what offering my services to the soul collector entailed. I had a lot of research to do. I figured I’d have a couple of weeks, maybe even months, before the soul collector came calling. My aunts and mother were going to go all crazy once I told them what I’d done. Good thing they were probably still drunk and passed out in the kitchen.

      The sound of boots crunching the snow behind me pulled me out of my thoughts and I spun around.

      I sighed. “Go home, Marcus. I can’t do this now.”

      “You will do this now,” said the chief as he bounded next to me.

      “Always giving orders.” I turned back around and started walking again. “I’m not your deputy. You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “Tessa. Wait. Give me a chance to explain.”

      I kept walking, just as snow started to fall. “Is Allison still with you?”

      Marcus watched me. “Yes.”

      My heart shattered just a bit, and it took all of my strength to keep my emotions from showing up on my face and in my voice. “Then that’s all there is to say about it. Go back to your girlfriend.”

      Marcus exhaled loudly. “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Does she know that?” I seethed. “Because I don’t think she does.” I started walking faster, hoping the chief would just give up and leave me alone, but I wasn’t so lucky.

      “Can you stop walking, please, so I can talk to you?” he pressed.

      “I’m tired, Marcus. I don’t want to do this now. I’ve got more important things to do at the moment.”  Like using a toilet before my bladder exploded.

      “That was a real stupid move,” he said after a moment of silence.

      That made me stop. I turned on him, my teeth bared. “You don’t get to call me stupid.”

      The chief narrowed his eyes. “Oh, yes I do. What you did tonight. That was stupid. Really stupid.”

      I wiped the snowflakes from my eyes. “I saved those souls. Didn’t I? And I didn’t have to kill that little girl. So, no. I don’t think what I did was stupid.” Okay, maybe just a little.

      “Did you ever stop to think one minute what that meant? To be in the service of a demon? A demon!” Now he was shouting.

      I didn’t appreciate his tone. “Of course, I did.” No, I didn’t. I had no freaking clue.

      He didn’t buy it. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Go on then. Tell me. What does it mean to be in the service of a demon?”

      Oh, crap. “It means I’ll be in his service.” Hey? It was all I could come up with. Sue me.

      Marcus’s gray eyes searched my face. “It means you’ll be his slave.”

      “His slave?” Oh, shit. That didn’t sound good. “Okay, I’ll admit. What I did was pretty dumb.” I let out a long breath. “But it’s my mess. I’ll handle it on my own. Thanks for the heads up.”

      Marcus took a step closer. “No, you won’t. I’m going to help you,” he said, the tenderness in his voice going straight to my core. I hated how real his concern for me was. Because I knew it was real.

      He stood there all manly, all virile and sexy as hell with the snowflakes covering the top of his dark hair. His jacket was open, exposing all those rippling, hard muscles that I was so tempted to rub my face in.

      Cauldron help me. He was beautiful…

      Feeling myself go a little soft, I asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about Allison?”

      Marcus looked away before answering. “I didn’t think she was coming back. We were over. She packed up and left. It was finished a long time ago.”

      “But you didn’t think mentioning that you were mated was something I should know?”

      I watched him as he took a breath and released it. “No.” He shook his head. “I don’t know everything about your past. And I shouldn’t. It’s none of my business. Your past is just that. Your past.” Okay, he had a point. “I’m more concerned with our future.”

      I gave a mock laugh. “We don’t have a future.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why not? It’s the truth. I saw you with her, Marcus. The two of you… almost naked. I’m not judging. If you want to be with her, be with her. Just leave me out of it.”

      Marcus reached out, grabbed me by the waist, and pulled me to him. “What you saw was nothing.”

      “Nope,” I said, realizing I wasn’t trying to get out of his grip. “I did see things. Lots of things. Half-naked things.”

      His eyes found mine. “She stayed over because she had no other place to go. It used to be her place too, and I figured she could stay for a while until she got back on her feet and found a place of her own. Nothing happened.”

      I let out a howl of laughter. “You expect me to believe that? When she looks the way she looks? Not to mention how she constantly looks like she wants to hump you.” She did, seriously.

      Marcus pulled me tighter. “I don’t care what she wants. She’s not the one for me,” he purred and I nearly jumped him right there and then in the snow.

      “But what about the mate thing?”

      “It’s just an old tradition,” he answered with a shrug. “Matchmaking. But no one really does that anymore.”

      That was interesting. “Allison does.”

      Marcus stared at my lips. “Will it make a difference if I tell you she’s found a place and is moving out tomorrow?”

      I pursed my lips. “No.” Yes. Yes. Yes.

      Marcus saw something on my face and smiled wickedly, a lover’s smile. “So, are we good? Do you believe me now?”

      Cauldron, help me, but I did. “What about Allison? She won’t go quietly.” No, I had a feeling she was going to fight me on this one.

      A deep understanding and relief pinched those beautiful gray eyes. “I can take care of Allison.”

      I laughed. “Seriously? I don’t think so. She’s really—”

      “Can you just shut up so I can kiss you?” Marcus leaned forward, a glimmer of desire in his eyes, and my muscles tensed with anticipation.

      I clamped my mouth shut, eyes wide, and waited. “How long do I have to stand here until you give me that kiss? I think I deserve a kiss. Lots and lots and lots of kisses—a bit of spanking—”

      He cupped my face in his hands and covered my mouth with his.

      A stab of desire went right to my middle as a sound came from him. My breath came fast as he slipped his tongue into my mouth. He tasted like coffee and chocolate, and I couldn’t get enough.

      My hands drifted down and under his shirt, his skin hot, and I could feel his hard back muscles as I pulled him against me. I wanted to keep him there just a moment longer. Where my hands touched his skin sent a sliver of heat to tingle my fingers.

      A tiny moan escaped me as his rough, callused hands slipped under my coat and moved around my back. Waves of demand pulsed from his touch, and my knees buckled.

      Kissing Marcus felt freaking amazing. I kissed him back and never wanted to stop kissing him. His warm lips and hot tongue were intoxicating.

      A low guttural sound emitted from his throat as he cupped my ass and pulled me against him. I could feel the hardness in his pants at how much he wanted me.

      “You make me crazy,” he breathed huskily between kisses, and then he sucked on my bottom lip. “You don’t know how long I’ve waited to kiss you like that. I’ve missed you…”

      “I have to pee.”

      Oh, God. Did I say that out loud? My face flamed with humiliation. But when a girl’s gotta go, a girl’s gotta go.

      Marcus laughed and pulled back. “You have to pee?”

      My eyes widened. Kill me now.

      “Yup.” A slightly nervous laugh escaped me. Nothing like talking about urination to kill the mood, but if I didn’t find a bathroom soon, I was going to have to squat right here in the snow.

      “My house. Now,” I ordered, closing my legs together.

      “I love a woman who takes charge,” he said, smirking. “Sexy as hell.”

      A man who still found you sexy after you told him you needed to pee was a keeper.

      The next thing that happened was unexpected.

      Marcus reached down and scooped me up into his arms, all the while I screamed in delight like a banshee.

      “What are you doing?” I squealed, legs kicking, as I draped my arms around his neck. A girl could get used to this.

      “I’m taking you home,” he growled. “And then I’m taking you to bed.”

      Yippee!

      If I wasn’t in his arms, I would have done some cartwheels. Because, let’s face it, the idea of a naked Marcus in your room would have made you do cartwheels too. Trust me.

      And then we were off.

      Houses blurred as the wereape ran with me in his strong, muscular arms like I weighed practically nothing at all. I’m not going to lie and say it didn’t feel amazing to be carried like that. Because it did.

      I laughed, squealed, and peed a little, just as Davenport House bobbed into view. We hit the path to the front of the house at a jog. I felt a surge of determination, like I could achieve anything. Nothing could kill my good mood. Nothing. Not even Allison and her double-D breasts. Nothing.

      And then the soul collector stepped out of the shadows.

      “Tessa Davenport,” he said, his mouth stretching into a wide, triumphant grin. “I’m here to collect you. Tonight, you’re in my service. Tonight, you belong to me.”

      Well, shit.
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