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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    In some towns, the cries of the dead are louder than others. Seattle… wasn’t one of them. Maybe it was all the caffeine pumping through the veins of the residents; once the time came for them to finally rest in peace, they were really tired. Or, maybe—and far more likely an option—I couldn’t hear the muted wails of the undead because of the squealing, squirming pig strapped to my chest.  
 
    “Bacon, just a minute, dude!” Easing my motorcycle to a stop in the parking lot of a Denny’s, I pushed the kickstand down with my heel and kicked one leg over the seat. “I get that you need a potty break, but coming to a complete stop before exiting the vehicle is kind of a crucial element.”  
 
    Bacon was no bigger than a bull terrier, which made it easy for me to transport him in one of those infant carriers I could fasten right to me… usually. However, once he decided he needed a break, it became a full-blown pig wrestling contest to contain him. Unclipping the straps, I grabbed him by his round little belly and lowered him to the ground. While he sniffed and snorted for the best spot to do his business, I took off my helmet and shook out my windblown pink hair.  
 
    Even after stretching out my arms and legs from our long time on the road, I glanced down to see my picky little piglet still hadn’t chosen the right spot. “You know, for an undead pig, you’re surprisingly high maintenance.”  
 
    Bacon gave a snort of acknowledgement, then maintained locked-on eye contact while he squatted to relieve himself.  
 
    The previous town I’d drifted through, in my ever-nomadic existence, was a quaint little burg in the mountains. While the memories of my time there became fuzzier with each day that passed, the presence of my Ride-or-Die pig served as a constant reminder of the butcher shop where I’d worked. Some people would probably say a necromancer, such as myself, working in a shop surrounded by dead meat, is sure to be a recipe for disaster. Those people… are absolutely right. It was a shit show. Accidentally falling on a frozen roasting pig and inadvertently bringing him back to life was how Bacon came into my world. Sure, I could have reversed the magic and returned him to his state of peaceful oblivion, but… he’s cute and someone would have eaten him. One look at his sweet little swine face and I knew I couldn’t let that happen.   
 
    Other than companionship, a huge benefit to traveling with Bacon was the added warmth. My only mode of transportation was the Scrambler motorcycle left to me when my fiancé, Elba, died. Even though Seattle was having a surprisingly mild winter, our combined body heat—thanks to the infant carrier strapped to my chest I carried him in—was the only saving grace to make open air travel slightly more bearable. Sniffing the air, I caught a whiff of pancakes wafting from the restaurant and my stomach audibly rumbled. Unfortunately, not knowing how long I would be staying in Seattle ruled out luxuries like a Grand Slam breakfast. What money I had needed to be saved for a place to crash while I figured out what the hell I was looking for. Whatever it was, it would lead me back to Elba. His death was unexpected, caused by a horrible accident on the construction site where he was working. One I could have easily undone with a simple touch of my hand. See, I’m not like normal necromancers who turn the dead into mindless puppets. I possess what’s known as the Lazarus Effect, which means I have the ability to fully restore life.  
 
    Someone out there must have known that.  
 
    What other reason could there be for Elba’s body to mysteriously go missing before I could get to him?  
 
    Now, I made it my quest to retrace my steps through the towns I visited—back when I first tried to outrun the pain of losing him—in hopes of finding answers. Maybe, just maybe, somewhere along the way I would find the closure my bruised and battered heart needed to finally begin to heal.  
 
    I was turning to grab my water bottle from the leather cargo sack on the back of the bike when a stranger in a Maine Black Bears baseball cap and sunglasses cut around the pickup truck beside me. Not bothering to glance up from his phone, he slammed into me, knocking me off balance. I stumbled back and lost hold of my water bottle. It crashed to the ground and cracked, seeping what was left of my supply into a puddle on the pavement. Making a compelling argument that chivalry was, in fact, dead, the dude kept on walking without so much as an apology.   
 
    “I’m fine, by the way!” I shouted after him, hands balling into fists of annoyance at my sides. “Yeah, you hurry in there for that sausage breakfast. Hope you don’t choke on it, asshole!” 
 
    “Well, I won’t order the sausage.” The man I now dubbed Captain Asshat kept on walking, not bothering with a glance back. “From the looks of your friend, it’s grossly undercooked.”   
 
    Mouth swinging open in a disgusted gasp, my head whipped in Bacon’s direction, half expecting him to be as flabbergasted as I was. If he was verklempt with emotion, my brave little piglet covered it up by nosing at a discarded Butterfinger wrapper.    
 
    Leaning back against my bike seat, I folded my arms across my chest and shook my head. “Behavior like that does not bode well for a city that speedballs espressos all day.”  
 
    Peering my way with soulful little piggy eyes, Bacon farted his agreement.  
 
    “What do you say?” Grabbing my helmet from where it swung on my right grip, I popped it back on and clipped the chin strap into place. “Ready to go find us a place to crash?” 
 
    Pausing long enough for a contented little belly shimmy, Bacon trotted to the side of the bike and patiently waited for me to scoop him up.   
 
    Squatting down to pick him up, I was jolted upright by a sudden buzz coursing through my leg. “What the actual hell?” I yelped, slapping at my leg in search of whatever may or may not have been trying to electrocute me. There, dropped into the cuff of my pant leg, was a burner phone I had never seen before. Odder still, it was ringing.  
 
    Brow creased with confusion, I thumbed the button to answer it. “Hello?”  
 
    “Is this Octavia Hollows?” a breathy male voice asked.  
 
    Rising on tiptoe, I swiveled in the direction where the rude stranger had disappeared. “Did that guy plant a phone on me? Is this some kind of Liam Neeson Taken situation? Because, let me tell you, you cannot handle my particular set of skills.”  
 
    “Is it her?” a woman whispered on the other end of the line, followed by a series of crackling rustles. “Miss Hollows? My family needs your help!”  
 
    “Wha…? Th-this isn’t even my phone,” I stammered. “I think some random dude just planted it on me.”   
 
    “This was no accident, Octavia. We were told to call this number at precisely this time.” There were muffled murmurs on the line, followed by four words that made my blood run cold. “We… are friends of Elba’s.”  
 
    Sometimes opportunity knocks. Other times, it uses its data plan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I was five years old, playing in the backyard of one of the many orphanages I’d stayed at, when I found a baby bird in the backyard. Its sweet song—a faded trill only I could hear, tugged at my heart, prompting me to brush the tip of my finger over its silky feathers. I didn’t understand the green light that sparked from my fingertip, or how it was that I woke that little sparrow. What needed no explanation was the reaction of the other kids playing nearby. Their screams rose in unison, calling me a freak as they ran inside. After that day, that word became a part of my identity. It was my norm. However, every now and then my awkward-meter would spike in a way that drove in the reminder that there were some areas of polite society where I simply didn’t fit in. This was one of those places.  
 
    Sitting in a pristine living room filled with overpriced furniture, I became painfully aware of the frayed hem of my pant legs and the hole in the elbow of my hoodie. That’s not even mentioning the undead pig curled up in my lap.  
 
       “We’re so glad you could come on such short notice.” Betsy Dews, a willowy blonde I guessed to be in her late thirties, forced a smile that read fake by the way her stare kept flicking down to Bacon. “And that you brought your pig… to sit on my Lemoderno sofa…”  
 
    Grinding my teeth, I wrapped my arms around Bacon, ready to scoop him up and storm out the door. “Hey, you called me here. Even said it was urgent, if I remember correctly. I’m sorry I didn’t have time to arrange proper piggy day care.”  
 
    “Betsy, bigger picture.” The deep shadows under her husband, Brad’s, green eyes made it seem that managing even that flat tone zapped what little strength he had. Sure, the guy was handsome in a country club golf pro kind of way, but he looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks.  
 
    “I’m sorry, please stay,” Betsy apologized, rubbing her palms against her pant legs. “I really don’t care about the couch. That comment was an old habit brought on by our rather extreme situation.”  
 
    At a cursory glance, she looked like any other soccer mom who filled her days with yoga classes and mimosas—or whatever the hell her kind did to pass the time. Only upon closer inspection did I notice the cracks in her well-polished façade. The Dolce & Gabbana silk top she wore was actually inside out, and the fake lashes of her left eye were loose enough to flutter at the corner every time she blinked. A woman like her wouldn’t let such obvious faux pas go unnoticed, which spoke an ominous opus that something was seriously wrong here at Casa de Dews.  
 
    Relaxing my hold on Bacon, I let my gaze sweep over the interior of their sprawling colonial manor and tried to figure out what possible reason they could have for seeking me out. “You said you knew Elba?” I prompted. 
 
    “We only met once, at a dinner party in the Hamptons.” Settling back in his armchair, Brad’s blinks grew longer, his speech slow and slurred. “He said you were the girl to call for,” freakishly long yawn, “odd matters.”  
 
    Elba landed a job with a framing crew thanks to his father, a respected roofer. His mother worked as an elementary school teacher, and always paid way more out of pocket than she should have had to for supplies for her class. To summarize, these were not weekend in the Hamptons kind of people. “I don’t want to offer up too much about myself, because it may send you running and screaming into the street. So, to sidestep that, I’ll just ask if he happened to mention why he thought I would be the gal to call?”  
 
    Trying to physically shake himself from his haze of exhaustion, Brad leaned forward with his forearms on his knees.  
 
    As if sensing what he was about to say, Betsy squirmed in her seat.   
 
    Raising both hands, palms out, Brad cleared his throat. “He said—ahem—that you… can raise the dead.”  
 
    Fighting to maintain my impassive façade, I casually scratched Bacon under the chin. “That’s a pretty crazy claim. You actually believed him?”  
 
    The frazzled couple exchanged a telling look that screamed their unease.  
 
    “Not at first,” Brad dragged a hand over the back of his neck, rubbing the collar of his powder blue polo shirt. “Then… he showed us the articles.”  
 
    Instantly, I bristled. “Articles?” 
 
    Betsy’s voice dropped to a hushed whisper. “About what happened… at North Star High.”  
 
    For a beat, my vision tunneled.  
 
    North Star High, the school I attended as a teen, where I became one of many caught in the middle of a school shooting. Eight were killed by the enraged shooter. Young and stupid, I utilized my freakish gift and brought them back. I had no way of knowing that when people die in such a terrifying way, they reanimated into enraged beasts. Those innocent kids had to die a second time because of me, and it has haunted me every day since. More so, since the news articles covering it made me into an urban legend that rivaled the Loch Ness monster.  It was my deepest, darkest secret. Meaning, if what the Dews’ family said was true, Elba had broadcasted my greatest shame to strangers. If he could do such a thing, did I really know him at all?  
 
    Bringing his hands together in a soft clap, Brad’s red-rimmed stare beseeched me. “Honestly, we thought the guy was a kook, touting fake news crap. Three Moscow Mules into the evening later, we took your number as a goof. Something we could laugh about on the way home. It was only in the light of the last year of our lives that we’ve become believers in the impossible.”  
 
    A pained whimper seeped from Betsy’s lips, tears slipping from her lashes.  
 
    Hand stilling beneath Bacon’s lifted snout, I couldn’t help but ask, “What happened?”  
 
    Rapidly blinking to rein in her emotions, Betsy combed her hands through her shoulder-length, blonde bob. “We had our first child when we were little more than babies ourselves—barely out of high school. It was tough, but we made it work and built a life together we are very proud of. Once we finally felt settled, we decided to try for another child. It didn’t take long for us to learn my age, and other reproductive factors I won’t bore you with, were working against us. We suffered what’s known as secondary infertility. Still, we refused to give up. Year after year. Endocrinologist after endocrinologist. Just when we thought we had tried every procedure known to man and all hope was lost, we were blessed with our miracle.”  
 
    “How can you call what happened a blessing?” Brad snapped, his nostrils flaring with agitation.  
 
    “Because our child is here!” she lobbed back, easily matching the fire in his tone.  
 
    Suddenly remembering they had company, both swallowed back any further comments and peered my way with matching smiles that came nowhere near reaching their manic eyes.  
 
    “Our apologies,” they chorused.  
 
    Suppressing a chill from that creepy-ass response, I bowed my head and scratched at the diamond stud in my nostril with the nail of my pinkie finger. “Infertility sounds like a real bitch, but I still fail to see what that has to do with me.”   
 
    Sorrow sagged Betsy’s shoulders, aging her ten years in a blink. “Gideon was born at twenty-six weeks’ gestation. He didn’t even weigh two pounds, and he couldn’t eat or breathe on his own. But all of that, he could have beaten. It happens in eighty percent of the reported cases. Unfortunately, he developed respiratory distress syndrome, which caused his lungs to continuously collapse. He was treated with something called a C-PAP time and again, but his little body wasn’t responding to the treatment.”  
 
    With a lump of dread swelling in my throat, I held up one hand to halt what I thought for sure to be an ugly veer in the conversation. “I think I see where this is going, and I’m going to stop you right there. I’m deeply sorry your child died, I truly am. But I can’t help you. If I did have the abilities you think I do—and I’m not saying that’s true—the fact remains that if his little body wasn’t strong enough to keep him alive the first time around, resurrection wouldn’t change that. You don’t want to watch your child die a second time. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”  
 
    “My son isn’t dead, Miss Hollows.” Betsy swatted at the air, as if batting the words away. “Far from it.”  
 
    Out of polite sentiments, I opted for the blatant truth. “Then your story has an impressive plot twist coming.” Scooping Bacon under one arm, I rose to my feet. “Look, I’m really sorry for whatever you’ve been through. It seems like a hell of a plight. That said, if I’m being honest, I don’t see how I could offer any help.”  
 
    Elbows on the arm-rests, Brad steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “Our son was dying, Octavia. The doctors told us to say our final goodbyes. They said he wouldn’t make it to the morning. We kissed his sweet head, told him we loved him, and tried our best to stay awake… in anticipation of the very worst.”  
 
    “We fell asleep.” Glancing down at her cuff, Betsy realized her shirt was inside out and blew such a trivial matter off with a defeated shrug. “That’s the last moment’s rest we’ve had since.”  
 
    Choking on emotion, Brad crossed one ankle over the opposite knee and anxiously drummed his fingers against his leg. “There was one nurse in particular we bonded with; her name was Nikki. She took great care of Gideon, and us. Made sure we were taking the time to eat and rest when we could. The following morning, we woke to frantic shouts of a Code Blue being screamed down the hall.”  
 
    “Gideon?” I asked, shifting Bacon from one hip to the other.  
 
    Chins falling to his chest, Brad shook his head.  
 
    “That poor nurse’s heart stopped in the middle of her shift. She seemed perfectly healthy, yet she was gone before they could get the crash cart to her. It was a horrible tragedy, made all the more… odd by Gideon’s state that same morning. One that has continued to progress every day since.” 
 
    “Which is?”  
 
    For a moment, they both fell silent, neither able to find the words.  
 
    Finally, Brad smacked his hands on the chair’s armrests and pushed himself to standing. “I think to understand that, you really need to see it for yourself.”  
 
    “C-can I bring my pig?” I stuttered, ever the eloquent linguist.  
 
    “Seems silly to restrict the petting zoo smell to one room.” Betsy shrugged one shoulder, adding, “Absolutely, bring him along.”  
 
    “You get to come,” I muttered against Bacon’s ear, and fell into step behind them.  
 
    They led me on a mini-tour of their gorgeous home, leaving me slack-jawed and astounded by the idea of people actually living in this degree of splendor. Every room was more posh than the last, each looking like a spread from a home décor magazine. At the far end of the house was the one and only room that looked as if it was truly lived in.  A lanky teenage boy was sprawled on a brown leather sectional under a large beveled window, his loud snores reverberating through the room.  In the center of a thick nap rug, a cherub-faced toddler appeared to be coloring.   
 
    “Wow, I expected Gideon to be younger.” I jerked my chin in the baby’s direction. “He looks great. Very healthy.”  
 
    “That’s not Gideon,” Brad groaned with a sad shake of his head. “That is our fifteen-year old son, Griffin. Gideon… is the one on the couch.”  
 
    As if cued by his name, the figure on the couch rolled onto his back and shoved his thumb into his mouth to quiet his own snores. I may have written that off as a horrible habit for a teen, had the toddler not picked that moment to bound to his feet.  
 
    “My geometry homework is done, Ma. I’m going to go play Call of Duty until dinner.” Sauntering from the room, the tot paused to toss a flirty wink my way.   
 
    A heavy cloak of silence fell as both Brad and Betsy peered my way expectantly. 
 
    “This,” I managed to croak, “may be above and beyond my caliber of weird.”    
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Dews wants me to wake the nurse and ask her about what’s happening to her sons.” My voice was muffled as I tugged my black hoodie over my head. Adjusting the waistband low on my hips, I peered down at Bacon. In polite swine fashion, he sat patiently at my feet in the hospital parking garage. “Which means we have to make a trip into the morgue.”  
 
    Bacon’s left ear twitched in response.  
 
    Dragging my fingers through my fuchsia hair, I twisted it into a messy bun and fastened it into place with the tie on my wrist. “Yeah, I’m not crazy about it, either. Nor do I understand exactly why I’m doing this. But, here we are.” Assuming a wide-legged stance, I jabbed my hands onto my hips. “You know I can’t leave you out here alone, so I say we put you in the infant carrier under the hoodie, and play the part of emotional, pregnant lady. What do you say?”   
 
    Noticing one of the straps of his carrier—which I had already fastened on—dangling against my leg, Bacon trotted over with a happy little snort. He enjoyed the snuggle time in his carrier, and had even ridden under my sweatshirt before. Parts of our travels had been downright frigid, making it necessary for me to offer him the added warmth so he didn’t become a porksicle.  
 
    Plenty of experience made fastening him in easy, more so with the privacy of the parking garage sparing us funny looks from passing strangers. Wriggling the sweatshirt down far enough to cover his tiny little hooves, I filled my lungs to capacity and peered at the elevator that would whisk me to the reception desk. “Still not real sure what the hell we’re doing, but… here we go.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    The elevator dinged open, spilling me out into a lobby decorated with a soothing, spa-like motif. As if neutral tones and a babbling stone fountain could distract patients from the pain of their kidney stones.  
 
    Forcing a sniveling mask of misery, I approached the pinched-faced, twenty-something receptionist.  “Excuse me, could you help me find—” 
 
    Eyebrows disappearing beneath her platinum bangs, she flipped her waist length ponytail over her shoulder and tapped at the Bluetooth device in her ear with a freshly manicured fingertip.  
 
    “I’m on the phone,” she mouthed, punctuating her statement by rolling her eyes and swiveling her chair in the opposite direction. “As I was saying, that bitch Sharlene took my Thursday shift and left me with third on Friday! That’s the night Nick was going to propose! Of course, I know he was, Bri. Don’t be a moron. I’m the one who made the reservation at Tres Phillippe, and requested the table close to the fountain because it’s perfect for Instagram pictures. This is typical Sharlene bullshit. Like, I’m sorry she would have to miss her kid’s school play, but I’m over here living my best life. She needs to get the hell out of my way with her suburban nightmare.”  
 
    Lips parting with a pop, I tried again. “I really hate to interrupt such a fascinating conversation, and Nick is a super lucky guy, by the way, but I just need to find—” 
 
    “Oh. My. Gawd!” Devil-bitch receptionist sprang from her chair. Leaning forward with her fists on the glass top desk, she glared daggers of hate my way. “This is a hospital. People, like, die here. It’s tragic that you can’t seem to realize there’s more going on here than whatever basic drama you walked in with.” 
 
    Agitated as Devil-bitch obviously was, I couldn’t help but notice her painstakingly perfect make-up application. This girl had clearly studied countless YouTube tutorials. What a shame none of them covered how to not be a raging twat-waffle.   
 
    Sure, I could have fought nastiness with nastiness. But where would be the fun in that, when I could crush her instead? 
 
    Chin trembling, I lovingly rubbed my pseudo-pregnant belly. “I’m sorry,” I sniffed, blinking back fake tears. “It’s just… my husband went missing six days ago. I—I got the call today that the body of a… John Doe had been found.” Breaking down in faux sobs, I threw in dramatic shoulder shakes for the benefit of the bystanders wandering through the lobby.  
 
    “Oh.” Devil-bitch’s face drained of color, the sass knocked out of her by my emotional roundhouse kick. Sinking back into her seat, her fingers clicked over her keyboard. “Let me see what I can find out.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I whimpered, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “I pray it isn’t him. I just don’t know how I’ll raise little… uh… Wilber on my own.”     
 
    Nose crinkling with justifiable disgust at my choice of name, DB kept her attention locked on the screen. “We do have a John Doe that was brought in two days ago.” While that was totally a lucky guess on my part, I doubted the guy in the morgue drawer would agree. “The medical examiner is down there now. He’ll be able to help you. Just take the Walnut elevator down to the first floor and take a left.” 
 
    “Thank you so much.” Head tilted, I peered her way like she was the last good Samaritan on earth.  
 
    As I made my way back to the elevator, I heard her mutter into her Bluetooth, “Bri, let me call you back. I have to call Tres Phillippe and cancel my reservation.” 
 
    “That delightful display,” I whispered to Bacon, patting his belly beneath my hoodie, “is what’s known as a Cosmic Bitch-slap.”  
 
      
 
    [image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    Here’s the thing — as a necromancer, I don’t particularly enjoy standing too close to anything dead. I could list off mystical reasons why, like the pull of the dead is too demanding, or my skin prickles like my limbs are asleep the closer I get to them. The truth, however, is far less impressive.  
 
    I’m clumsy; a human affliction from which many people suffer. That being said, it’s one thing to trip over your shoe lace and spill your coffee. It’s a tragedy far worse to stumble… and accidentally wake the dead. Do that once or twice, and maintaining a respectable distance from any deceased bodies becomes paramount.   
 
    Human crisper? Body cooler? I might have been inclined to look up the proper name of the morgue drawers if I ever intended to be in one again. Which I most definitely did not. My skin crawled, whispers from the other side calling out to me. Not to mention the overpowering smell of antiseptic and other assorted chemicals was churning my gut. 
 
    Misreading my hesitation, the freakishly tall medical examiner—with a baby face and easy smile—offered me a friendly smile. “It’s normal to get the creeps down here. This shouldn’t take long. But, I should probably warn you, he was found floating in the pool of a YMCA. Recognizing him might be difficult due to bloat.” Folding back the blanket, he nodded down at the exposed corpse. “Is this your husband?” 
 
    Feeling the pulse of my powers crackling over my skin, I hid my hands under the sleeves of my over-sized hoodie. “No, that’s not him.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” As his black-framed glasses slipped down the bridge of his nose, the M.E. used the back of his gloved hand to push them back into place. “Way back there you really can’t get a good look. You might want to step a little closer, and—” 
 
    Glancing down at the name-tag pinned to his bright blue scrubs, my eyes burned from the stench of the recently deceased. “Dr. Dowden, is it? I’m going to give you a little tip. If I step any closer, we’ll be revisited by my lunch.  I can tell you, even at this distance, that this man is one hundred percent not my husband.”  
 
    Because I don’t have one, and that little ruse is tail spinning on me really friggin’ fast.  
 
    “Ma’am, I’m afraid I have to insist. In order to get a positive identification result, positive or negative, you need to—”  
 
    “Owww!” Out of ideas, I went for the hail Mary approach. Bent in half, I clutched my mock-baby bump. “The baby! I—I think I’m having a contraction!”  
 
    Back snapping ramrod straight, Dr. Dowden moved his entire upper body in one awkward unit, swiveling in one direction and then the other, seemingly in search of someone more qualified to handle the matter. “Uh… should I get you a wheelchair? Take you up to the women and children’s floor?”  
 
    “Aren’t you a doctor?” Hands on my knees, I puffed my cheeks and exhaled through pursed lips.  
 
    “I specialize in patients who are already dead. Mostly because I had an irrational fear that if I actually treated them, they would wind up that way anyway.”  
 
    Glancing up from under my brow I offered him a thumbs up in between pants, which were becoming increasingly more real the longer I held Bacon’s weight in that position. “Top notch self-esteem, sir.”  
 
    “So, about that wheelchair...?”  
 
    Squirming beneath my hoodie, Bacon landed a solid kick right to my vag. “Huuh,” I wheezed, which only added to the realism of the moment. “No, it’s too early. It must be false labor… brought on by stress. I need… a glass of water… please.”  
 
    Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, Dowden glanced toward his glassed-in office in the corner. “I… uh… have half a bottled water in my minifridge.”  
 
    Nope, too close. Damn, how hard is it to get a guy to leave so I can rifle through his shit?  
 
    “It needs to be in a glass, with ice. It’s the only way I can drink it without puking. Just one of those weird pregnancy things, I guess.”   
 
    Pushing the body back into the freezer locker, Dowden chewed nervously on his lower lip. “To get that, I would have to go all the way up to the third floor, where the cafeteria is.”  
 
    Still hunched over, I supported Bacon’s weight in both hands and weeble-wobbled toward the door. “No… ow… that’s okay. Hunh… I’ll go… ugh… get it myself.” Forcing a tight smile through a grimace, I worked hard to look my absolute, most pathetic. Which wasn’t much of a stretch in that position.  
 
    “You do that, and I’ll end up delivering your kid in the hall.” Grabbing a squeaky rolling chair from the computer desk in the corner, Dowden wheeled it my way. “Believe me, that is not an option. Sit down. I’ll go get the water. See that phone on the wall? It will connect you with the hospital reception desk. If your contractions get closer together, pick that up and ask for literally anyone but me.”  
 
    Some heroes don’t wear capes…   
 
    Easing myself down on the chair, my shoulders sagged with relief. “Thank you.”   
 
    “I’ll be back as quick as I can.” At a speed impressive for a guy his size, Dr. Dowden sprinted for the door, his canoe-sized Crocs squeaking with each stride.  
 
    Leaning back in the swivel chair, I watched Dowden disappear down the hall through the morgue’s swinging door. I waited a beat to make sure he didn’t rush back for anything, then lifted my sweatshirt to give Bacon a reprieve from hot boxing himself with his own piggy funk.  
 
    His thanks came in the form of his wet nose poking at my chin.   
 
    “I was really hoping he would be more of a lumberer.” Pushing off the chair, I hopped to my feet. “Him being surprisingly quick means we are short on time.” Walking to the wall of locker drawers, my fingers dragged over the names on each in search of the name the Dews’ gave me of the nurse who had taken care of them. From each drawer I felt a magnetic pull, luring me to the body within with a tangible jolt that made the hair on the back of my neck rise. To distract myself, I sang my own version of the latest grunge rock song to get stuck in my head. That day’s selection happened to be Tonight, Tonight, by Smashing Pumpkins. “Dead is never dead at all. You can never ever leave, without me waking a piece of yoooooou.” Finding the name Betsy and Brad gave me, I tapped it with my fingernail. “Nicole Lakes, that’s our girl.”   
 
    Filling my lungs to capacity, I closed my fist around the stainless steel drawer handle and yanked it open. A cold puff of air escaped from within. I won’t lie and say that’s what caused a shiver to race down my spine. The real chill came from seeing the silhouette of the body beneath the sheet, calling to me with its absolute stillness. Inaudible whispers echoed through the farthest reaches of my mind. That was my secret; my own personal, dark torment of which I dared not speak. I heard them every time I walked by a cemetery or stumbled over a grave.  
 
    “We make this quick and easy.” Coaching myself, I tried to soothe my frazzled nerves. “Wake up nursey-poo, ask a few questions, then utter the spell that will return her to sweet oblivion.”  
 
    Sounds easy, right?   
 
    It never, ever was.  
 
    Supporting Bacon’s weight with one hand, I used the other to unclip my pig holster. “I need you at a safe distance from this, buddy. Whatever she was feeling when she died is likely going to be where she goes when I hit her mortal reset button. I will gladly accept cranky and belligerent. But just in case we fall short and land at homicidal and enraged, let’s keep your sweet little pork belly away from the chaos.”  
 
    Bacon gave an agreeable squee, his little hooves pawing at the air in eager anticipation of freedom from confinement.  
 
    Once he was merrily clicking around the room, deep in swine exploration, I turned back to the covered corpse. Shaking out my hands, I leaned my head in one direction and then the other to stretch my neck. “Words cannot express how much I do not want to do this. Here’s the deal, Nurse Nikki, I’m going to give you a short-lived, second lease on life, and in return, I ask that you… try not to rip off my face. ‘Kay?”  
 
    Careful not to touch the corpse, I pinched the edge of the sheet and eased it back, immediately breathing a sigh of relief that the twenty-something nurse was in one piece. She had pretty features, and warm chestnut hair that fell below her shoulders. In life, she must have been lovely. I truly hoped she didn’t try to eat my brain.  
 
    Puffing my cheeks, I exhaled through pursed lips. One clap, then another, allowed me to channel the needed energy through my core. It rippled through me in lime-colored wisps that licked from my fingertips. Those curls of magic grew to hungry tendrils as my trembling hands neared Nikki’s lifeless flesh.   
 
    Skin touched skin with the current of a beating pulse. I felt the shudder. Heard that first sharp inhale from the dark side of the moon. Color slowly crept back into pallid skin, fluttering lashes brushing the apples of freckled cheeks. 
 
    Her eyes popped open. 
 
    A deep gulp of air noisily claimed by her lungs.  
 
    For a beat, she remained perfectly still.  
 
    That part… was new.  
 
    Silver eyes—made that color by my reanimation magic—flicked to the right and the left, taking in her surroundings. “Son of a bitch. Not again.” 
 
    Clutching her hospital gown to her chest, Nikki sat up and scanned the room with a sweeping glance. “I don’t see my pants or underwear. Hey, hi! You didn’t happen to see a pair of pink scrub bottoms and a beige thong tossed anywhere, did you?”  
 
    I won’t lie, kids. Her reaction stumped me.  
 
    Folding one hand over my middle, I rested my opposite elbow on it to cradle my chin in my palm.  “Nope. No loose garments floating around. I’m Octavia, by the way. We went from zero to panty-talk so fast, we missed a few formalities.”  
 
    “Oh, my gosh! I’m so sorry! I’m Nikki. I’m a nurse up on the women and children’s floor. I… uh… have a bad habit of cavorting with Tim, the medical examiner, whenever I’m sad. Which clearly, I was. Again. Now, I know what you’re going to say, that it’s not fair to use him like that. And, you’re absolutely right. But, he’s really sweet, and has the most gorgeous cock. Somewhere along the way, he kind of became my vice.”  
 
    “That… isn’t even close to what I was going to say.”  
 
    Hopping off the pull-out slab like she had done it a million times before… eww, Nikki swiveled in her continued search for her pants. “I’m sorry. I’m frantic rambling. Seriously, you haven’t seen pants or underwear anywhere? I’m not even picky on if they’re mine. Bottoms of any kind would land in the win column. Ugh! I can’t believe I did this again!”  
 
    Eyebrows knit to my hairline, I blinked hard in absolute confusion. “Well, the good news is, you didn’t. No bone of sadness occurred. At least not this time.”  
 
    Pulling up short, Nikki’s head tilted in question. “I didn’t? Why else would I be here?” 
 
    Eyes narrowed, I tried to get some read on this enigmatic medical professional. “Other than sex, you can’t think of any other reason you might be in a morgue? What was your life?”  
 
    Leaning her hip against the slab she recently vacated, Nikki folded her arms across her chest. “Is that a pig rooting through the garbage can? This whole situation is starting to freak me out.”  
 
    “It’s the pig that set you off?” Wetting my lips, I shoved my hands into the front pocket of my hoodie. “Look, the truth is… you died. Which has nothing whatsoever to do with the pig. He’s mine. Just to clarify. I couldn’t get a sitter. Am I babbling? I feel like I’m babbling. Mostly because I’m pretty sure this is the most horrible thing anyone has ever had to tell another person ever. Really, I just want this part over with. I beg you to speak now.” 
 
    “I’m… dead?” Whatever color had returned to her skin drained ashen.   
 
    “You were. I brought you back. It’s kind of my thing.”  
 
    Lips falling into a downward C, Nikki hitched one brow and nodded. “I guess that’s kind of a relief, actually. I can’t keep stringing Tim along. It’s not fair to hurt him like that.”  
 
    “I’m guessing seeing you on a slab, in a non-erotic way,” Gross, “was a hell of a lot worse for the guy. That’s a traumatizing moment he won’t likely forget, which is why we need to return you to a state of pushing up daisies before he gets back. First, I have a couple questions about your death—” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Spine straightening, Nikki’s hospital gown fell off her shoulder as she jabbed her hands on her hips. “You’re planning to kill me?”  
 
    Seeing the brewing panic behind her eyes, I quickly back pedaled. “Kill you? You took that from what I said? That’s crazy. You’re crazy. Don’t be… crazy.” Stop saying crazy. “I just need some help figuring out how you died. A couple of kids’ lives may depend on it. Think you could help me out?” 
 
    “Help you? I woke up dead and naked. You’re setting your bar for assistance shockingly low.” Sashaying across the room, Nurse Nikki grabbed a white lab coat from the hook it had been hanging on, and shrugged it over her shoulders.  
 
    “Best way to make sure I’m never disappointed,” I lobbed back. Snapping my fingers in Bacon’s direction, I tried to draw his attention away from the trash can where his head was buried. “So, you actually remember feeling sad enough for morgue sex? Have any idea what brought on that particular case of the blues?”   
 
    Lips pursed, Nurse Nikki tossed her hair from her eyes. “Of course I remember. I was on lunch, and checked my Instagram feed. That’s when I saw it. My boyfriend posted a photo of another girl sitting on his lap.”  
 
    “Dr. Dowden isn’t your boyfriend?”  
 
    Checking the pocket of the lab coat, Nikki found a loose butterscotch candy and popped it in her mouth. “He wishes. We’re friends with benefits, at best. Instagram guy was supposed to be my happily ever after… until I saw that picture.”  
 
    Unsure if I could follow along on her maze of men, I sucked air through my teeth and forced a sympathetic cringe. “That sucks.”  
 
    Throwing her hands in the air, she let them fall to her sides with a slap. “Right? I mean, I get that she’s his wife, but he told me their entire relationship was a sham! If that’s true, why would she be sitting on his lap?”  
 
    “Your boyfriend… is married,” I repeated slowly, deeply regretting that I had caught myself up on this particular shit show.
  
 
    Nikki held one palm out, as if pumping the brakes on any negativity directed at her two-timing honey. “He legit wants to leave her. She’s a complete psycho. I mean, there is no trust there at all. If he even looks at another woman she flips out.”   
 
    “Well, it seems her concerns are valid,” I muttered under my breath, before redirecting her back to the more pressing issues of life and death. “Still, no one has ever died from a social media post. What happened after you discovered the post?”   
 
    Ticking back through the details in her mind, Nikki’s mouth fell open. “Uh, just some dumb work thing. Nothing important.” 
 
    “Well, you know, you did die. Even trivial matters might be worth exploring.”  
 
    After trotting across the room, Bacon plopped down on my foot and full-body leaned against my leg.   
 
    Chewing on her lower lip, Nikki drummed her fingers against the tops of her thighs. “I don’t think it was anything out of the ordinary. No, wait! I do remember something! I was super sad about the post, and wanted to leave early. But, before I left for the day I had to say goodbye to the family in room five-twenty-seven.”  
 
    Brad had said Nikki was incredibly caring with their family, which spawned the question, “Was it the Dews family in room five-twenty-seven?”  
 
    “Yes!” Nikki brightened at the mention of their name. “They are such a sweet family. I wanted to check in one more time and make sure they were taken care of before I ventured off for a night of debauchery and poor decisions.”   
 
    There it was. We had pinpointed the moment right before her untimely death. “What happened when you went in the room?” 
 
    Hope we were moments away from answers faded with a shake of Nikki’s head. “Come to think of it, I don’t really remember. The family wasn’t there, I remember that. But someone else… was.”  
 
    “Sounds like we need to go back to room five-twenty-seven.” Squatting down, I scooped up Bacon and eased him back into his carrier. “Right after we get you a surgical mask to hide behind… and pants.”  
 
    “Okay, but if we happen to see Instagram guy along the way, I’m haunting his ass.” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Huddled in a darkened hall by the vending machines, I eyed the costume Nikki insisted on changing into. “I really think you could have gotten away with a surgical mask and cap. I don’t really see the need for,” I waved one hand in the direction of her ensemble, “whatever the hell this is.”  
 
    “Rookie mistake. You have to commit to a disguise for it to work.” Smoothing her hands over her platinum wig, Nikki used her pinky fingers to move the long bangs out of her eyes.   
 
    “Why exactly did you have this disguise in your work locker?”   
 
    The little black dress she had shimmied into clung to her curves, allowing her ample cleavage to spill out. “I always keep one on hand, just in case. I learned that in high school when I was dating my math teacher. If it hadn’t been for my clever disguise, the school principal would have caught us together at the local Italian restaurant.”  
 
    Nose crinkling, I tucked my chin to my chest. “We are up to a married man, dating a teacher, and boning a guy in the morgue. Ya know, the last guy I dated literally tried to get me to take over the world with him, evil villain style. Still, I’m pretty sure I have better taste in men than you do.”  
 
    “That’s fair.” Peeking around the corner toward the nurses’ station, Nikki swatted at my arm. “Karen, the nurse manager, is leaving the desk. Let’s go! Remember head up, shoulders back, and act like you belong here.” 
 
    “You look like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman, and I have a pig stuffed under my shirt. What about that could possibly look odd?” Supporting Bacon’s weight with both hands, I trotted to keep up with Nikki’s sassy stride.  
 
    Stopping in front of room five-twenty-seven, she turned her back to the door and glanced down the hall in one direction then the other. Seeing no sign of her former co-workers, Nikki peeled back the yellow police caution tape and waved me inside.   
 
    For a crime scene, it was shockingly unremarkable. No blood stains. No signs of a struggle. Nothing out of the ordinary whatsoever. Just an unmade hospital bed and a bouquet of wilted daisies on the side table.  
 
    “Anything about the attack coming back?” I asked, quietly shutting the door behind us.  
 
    “Not even a little bit.” Jabbing her hands on her hips, she spun in a slow circle. “Maybe I died of a broken heart? I’ve read that can happen. Usually with couples who have been together for, like, fifty years. But I’ve always said I feel things deeper than most people. Maybe I expedited the process by a few decades.”  
 
    “There is another way to know for sure.” Dreading the idea of dipping my toe further into the murky waters of magic, I rubbed a hand over my sweat-dampened neck. “I stayed with a coven that, amongst other things, taught me a spell about uncovering the past. They thought it would help me come to terms with this kid I thought I hurt after we both got caught in…” Realizing I was rambling, I shook my head to steer myself back on track. “You know what? That doesn’t matter right now. The point is, if I can recreate that incantation, it could help us.” 
 
    Pinching one of the daisy petals, Nikki rolled it between her fingers until it deteriorated into a rain of crumbles. “Magic? Really?” 
 
    The tip of my tongue dragged over my top teeth. “Yes, magic. Just like what I used to bring you back with. Not that you bothered to ask, by the way.” 
 
    “You brought me back?” Nikki jerked, rapidly blinking her confusion in my direction. 
 
    “Yeah, what did you think happened?” 
 
    “Divine intervention.” One shoulder rose and fell in a sheepish shrug. “So, what does that make you? A necrophiliac?”  
 
    “Necromancer.” 
 
    “You do dead people? Gross.”  
 
    Holding up two fingers, I crossed my hands at the wrist. “Flip flop the meanings of those two words, and you’ll be back on track.”  
 
    Brushing the dried flowers off her hands, Nikki rolled her eyes. “I’ve never been much of a believer in that hokey witchcraft stuff.” 
 
    “You having a pulse right now is thanks to that hokey witchcraft stuff, but whatever. I’ll give the spell a shot, and hopefully we’ll learn something that might help the Dews kids.”   
 
    “The Dews are in trouble?” Voice wavering, Nikki’s silver eyes filled with tears as her chin quivered. “That poor family has been through so much. They never left that baby’s side as that sweet little warrior fought day in and day out to cling to life. If there is anything I can do to help them, I’m in. Even if it’s attempting some lame ass magic trick.”  
 
    “Wow, that even bordered on a kind, human sentiment,” I marveled, scratching the edge of my nose ring with my pinky nail.  
 
    “My own life might be a hot mess, but when it came to my patients, I wanted nothing but the very best for all of them.” Turning on the heel of her stiletto, Nikki brought her hands together in a sharp clap. “So, how do we do this?”  
 
    Unclipping my Bacon holster, I lowered him to the floor once more. His hooves clicked against the fading linoleum, ears flapping as he trotted off merrily to explore. “We hold hands to combine our energies, and I say the magic words. Simple as that.”  
 
    “The magic words?” Nikki scoffed, dragging her feet to close the space between us. “I mean, you get how insane you sound, right?”   
 
    “You have morgue sex. Don’t judge me.” Grabbing her hands with more force than necessary, I closed my eyes and stammered out a rough variation of the words coven elder, Sister Dina, taught me so long ago. “Um… elder of the spirit plane, to thee I must implore. Reveal what has happened here, in this room… uh… behind five-twenty-seven’s door.”  
 
    A tangible current of magic sizzled in the air around us, swirling in a crackling gust. Nikki’s hands tightened around mine, her fingernails slicing half-moons into my flesh.  
 
    “Ow, Nik, could you ease up a little?”  
 
    One glance up from under my lashes, and my eyes bulged. Wisps of black licked up Nikki’s arms, pulsing with devilish intent. They snaked around her neck and blew the wig clear off her head. A single blink morphed her silvery eyes to tarry black voids. Lips parting, a haunting rattle reverberated from her chest. “Is e do bheatha bàsmhor.” 
 
    Yanking my hands away, I fell on my butt and scrambled backwards until my shoulder blades smacked into the wall. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say something went really wrong here. Did I mention I suck at spells? Turns out, magically I’m a one-trick pony.”  
 
    Throwing her body into a whirlwind of flailing limbs, Nikki leapt onto the bed, her spine straightening with a reptilian roll.   
 
    “Look at that, I turned a random nurse into the creepy little girl from The Ring.” Assuming a low crouch, I Inched my way to the edge of the mattress. “Not that you don’t look lovely, but if you could hop down, I’ll see if I can figure out a way to get you… unpossessed.” 
 
    Mahogany strands of hair coiled and lashed around Nikki’s face, whipping her cheeks to a brilliant shade of red. “Bidh mi a ‘toirt às do anam.”  
 
    “That’s a no, then?”  
 
    Her hand shot out, closing into a claw that morphed my question into a choked gasp. While she didn’t touch me, some invisible force responded to her command. It closed around my throat, squeezing in an ironclad vise grip. My feet kicked for the floor, eyes watering as I was hoisted from the ground.   
 
    “This is why I don’t have more female friends,” I gasped. “Never know when a bitch is gonna turn on ya.”  
 
    Head twitching to the side, Nikki’s mouth unfurled in a wide maw. Her now blackened tongue flopped out like a fat black leech hungry for life. “Bidh mi a ‘toirt às do anam.”  
 
    “This is a great look for you, by the way. Very Bitch of Satan.” Scraping at my throat, I fought for freedom as black spots began to dance before my eyes.  
 
    Pulling me close, Nikki’s hot breath assaulted my cheek as she breathed the mysterious words into me. “Bidh thu a ‘bàsachadh gum faod mi fàs.”  
 
    Somehow satisfied by whatever the hell just happened, she tossed me aside with a flick of her wrist. I crashed to the floor in a heap, my elbow cracking against the linoleum floor, while my shin found the edge of the bedframe. My shoulder hit the base of the bedside table, sending it toppling down on top of me. I shoved the table off me in time to watch Nikki bound off the bed and sprint out into the hall.  
 
    Rolling onto my hip, I pushed myself up to a sitting position, pausing as the world spun in a nauseating blur. “Elder of the spirit plane, to thee I must implore. Retract the magic brewing here, behind five-twenty-seven’s door.” 
 
    I won’t lie. I really hoped a simple reversal would correct the matter. But life is never that simple. Instead, a chorus of shrieks echoed down the hall, followed by the frantic footfalls of comfortable, sensible shoes.  
 
    “It’s Nikki’s ghost!” 
 
    “She’s haunting the women’s and children’s floor!”   
 
    Sagging forward, I cradled my throbbing elbow in the opposite hand and let my forehead thump against the floor. “Not sure this could get any worse.” 
 
    Accepting that challenge, Bacon’s hooves clicked across the floor in a feverish, piggy fury. Skidding his way around the corner, he bolted down the hall, earning a fresh round of squeals from the nurses’ station.  
 
    “Was that a pig?” 
 
    “What the actual hell is happening here today?”  
 
    My mouth opened to call for him, only to snap shut again.  
 
    We took the elevator up there, and he doesn’t have thumbs. Bacon, at least, wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    As for Nikki, she was another matter.  
 
    Easing myself to my feet, I dug my phone out of my pocket and clicked on a contact I hadn’t spoken to in years. I ventured out into the hall as I waited for her to pick up, keeping my head down to skate by under the radar of the frazzled nurses.  
 
    No greeting came from the other end of the line when it was answered, just a long string of expletives from one pissed-off Wiccan.  
 
    “Sister Dina, it’s been a while. No, no, I’m not dead… or sucked into a hell dimension. Thanks for asking. Yes, I do owe you and the entire coven a huge apology. Why? You’re really going to make me say it? Fine, I was a selfish asshat who shouldn’t have bailed without saying goodbye. Can we move past that now, please? I actually do have a reason for calling.”  
 
    I took the pause in her ranting as my cue to proceed. 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I made sure no prying ears were listening in. “I ran into some sort of demon possession. Black eyes, creepy black tendrils all around. I think it may be able to suck the life out of one person and siphon it into another. A wraith? What is that?” Click. “Hello? Sister Dina?”  
 
    One check of the screen confirmed she’d ended the call. “Well, at least I have a name for the thing I unleashed to terrorize the town.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Shoulders hunched, I hobbled past the on-duty nurses regaling the details of the haunting they experienced to two incredibly confused security guards. Casually as I could, I peeked in every open door in search of a certain side of pork. I was rounding the corner into the corridor leading to the elevators when I caught a glimpse of his curly pink tail disappearing into the stairwell.  
 
    “Bacon!” Any attempt to hurl myself after him was halted by a hand shooting out of the neighboring supply closet to yank me inside. “Son of a bitch! What the hell?” I bellowed, blindly swinging at whomever or whatever grabbed me. 
 
    “Shhh! It’s me!” Nikki hurried to shut the door behind us.   
 
    Outwardly, the effects of whatever overtook her had vanished. Still, the lingering memory of her Jedi Force chokehold eased me further away from her. Bumping into the shelves behind me, I knocked a package of tongue suppressors to the floor. “You’re okay though? Feeling good?” Even I heard the unsteady quake of my apprehensive tone.  
 
    “I am, but I have no idea what happened. I remember being in the hospital room, and you pretended you could do magic. Next thing I know, I’m running down the hall without my disguise.” Sucking air through her teeth, Nikki cringed. “Also, bad news, I think some people saw me.”    
 
    Smacking my hand to the shelf, I stopped a tower of gauze from careening to the floor. “I wasn’t pretending to do magic. I cast a spell. A damned good one, too. It turned you into something called a wraith, which then beat my ass. So, there’s that.”   
 
    “I beat you up?” Nikki giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. “I’ve never done that before. Was I, like, tough and stuff?”  
 
    My elbow ached, I couldn’t walk without limping, and I could feel the entire side of my face bruising. “You were alright,” I mumbled with a noncommittal shrug.  
 
    Biting her lower lip, her cheeks filled with a rosy glow. “Cool.”  
 
    “Not that I’m not enjoying our quality time together, but why didn’t you make a run for the stairs or the elevator instead of ducking into a utility closet? Someone could open this door at, literally, any minute. Basically, everything any worker in this hospital needs to do their job is in here. You know that. You worked here. Didn’t you? I mean, you’re a college educated nurse, right? This isn’t, like, a stolen identity thing?” 
 
    Nikki’s eyes rolled as if she was annoyed by her own antics. “I was going to, but there was someone coming that I would have hid from even before I died.”  
 
    Pressing my ear to the door, I checked for sounds of anyone coming our way. “I feel like I’m going to regret asking this, especially since Bacon is scurrying further away as we speak, but… who?” 
 
    “Dr. Shroder.” With a shake of her head, Nikki swatted at the air between us. “We hooked up at the hospital Christmas party last year, then he totally ghosted me. I may have keyed ‘Player’ into the side of his brand-new Beamer. And by may, I mean I totally did. One bad choice inspired by vodka, and I earned my first restraining order.”   
 
    Teeth grinding to the point of pain, it took me a beat before I could answer without throttling her. “Starting to hate ya, Nikki. Starting to hate ya bad.”  
 
    Joining me at the door to listen, she hooked her arm with mine. “That’s okay, because I’m in this for the long game. We’re going to be best friends. I’m sure of it. And, I’m going to prove it by helping you find your smelly little pig, the instant the coast is clear.” 
 
    I probably would have muttered the spell to revert the reanimation process right then, had she not been tugging on my throbbing elbow.   
 
    “What’s the little oinker’s name?”  
 
    “Bacon,” I managed, choking on the ache. 
 
    Her face crumbled with disgust. “Bacon? Wow, I guess some people are more creatively inclined than others.”  
 
    Shoving her off me, I cradled my aching arm to my chest. “His name is adorable, and I don’t have to hide in here. I’m going to go find my pig. You can follow me, or become the nurse haunting floor three. That’s entirely up to you.”  
 
    Head held high, I staggered out into the hall, dragging one leg behind me.  
 
    “Hey… pink-haired girl, wait!”  
 
    The fact that she couldn’t even remember my name did nothing to slow my shuffling stride. My purpose rejuvenated, I stalked across the hall and pushed open the door leading into the stairwell. It swung shut behind me with a hiss, clamping off any further pleas from Nikki. Leaning over the rail, I listened. Sure enough, the clicks of tiny hooves wafted up from below.  
 
    Holding tightly to the handrail, I eased myself down the first stair, fully prepared to hobble my way after Bacon.   
 
    “I made it!” Hurricane Nikki blew in behind me. She slammed into the door at a full sprint, and collided with me with the force of a linebacker. Unable to catch myself, I launched forward. Ass over elbows, I hit every stair on the way down. I landed in a heap on the landing with muscles I didn’t know I had aching.  
 
    Raising one hand, I tenderly touched my eye that was already swelling shut. “Yep. I hate you, Nikki.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
     “Bacon!” 
 
    Hair darted off my head in a messy disarray. 
 
    No longer able to bend my swollen right knee, I dragged myself forward in an awkward hobble.  
 
    My bruised jawline made each shout for my wayward pig hurt more than the last.  
 
    Banged-up elbow tightly clutched to my midsection, I craned my neck to find Bacon’s curly little tail trotting down the sidewalk. Passersby responded with gasps of awe at the cute little pork belly just trotting along. I, however, was over his piggy antics. 
 
    “Bacon!” I shouted yet again. So focused was I on keeping him in sight, that I tripped over a curb and stumbled forward to reclaim my footing. To my great relief, Bacon hesitated by the boot of a stranger, sniffing up at her.  
 
    Grimacing in pain, I scooped him up, then rose to find myself face to face with a badass looking chick that looked like she had just stepped out of a graphic novel. Hair flowed around her face in loose waves, falling over the shoulders of her supple black leather jacket. Blue jeans sitting low on her hips, her left hand twitched toward the crossed blades slung across her back. Without a doubt, there was a story behind this gal. One I may have been interested to learn, if I hadn’t just had my ass handed to me twice by a five-foot three nurse who didn’t look tough enough to tear an envelope.  
 
    Righting my posture as best I could, I jerked my chin in the direction of her weapons. “Nice swords.”  
 
    Bacon picked that moment to have a full-on freak out. Pawing at the air, he threw his head side to side, clocking me in the lip with his noggin. Instantly, I tasted the metallic tang of blood.   
 
    Brow furrowing, the stranger’s stare drifted to my split lip. “Nice… pig.”  
 
    “He’s not a nice pig. He’s a bad pig. Bad pig!”  
 
    Apparently, he was not willing to tolerate swine beratement. Flailing his little body for all he was worth, Bacon wriggled out of my hold. Hitting the ground with surprising agility for pork, he bolted down the street with his pointy little ears flapping against the back of his head.  
 
    Fearing for his safety next to all the cars zipping past, I dragged my crumbled form after him as fast as I could. “Come on, man. Could you at least slow up a little?” Ignoring my pleas, he darted around a corner into a neighboring alley. “This is why my kind slathers your kind in barbeque sauce!”  
 
    In lieu of a response, he sprinted from sight.   
 
    “You’re going to spend the rest of your days in your carrier! Not you, sir,” I clarified to the bald man in glasses who winced at my threat. Offering him a crooked smile—the only kind I could manage, thanks to my puffy and discolored face—I tailed Bacon into the alley. “There is absolutely no way this day could get any—fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck.”  
 
    An ebony goddess loomed before me. Hands on her hips, her close to seven foot frame was draped in a sapphire shift dress that shimmered with the elegance of a starry night. Her hair was a wild mane of raw, natural beauty.  
 
    Tucked under her arm was a docile and contentedly snorting Bacon. Full lips set in a disapproving frown, she hitched one brow my way.  “Octavia Hollows, I assume you can explain this resurrected pig?”     
 
    “Sister Dina.” Dragging my fingers through my knotted hair, I shoved on a mask of joyful surprise that was a painfully tight fit. “Did you rush straight here after my phone call? That really wasn’t necessary.”  
 
    “I assure you it was. You were fool-minded enough to face a wraith without proper weaponry. If for no other reason, I came to make sure you actually lived through it.” Her cursory stare traveled the length of me. “Which, seeing you now, I’m still not certain of.”  
 
    “So, you poofed yourself here just for little ole me? A sweet gesture, but as you can see, I’m fine.” Fighting not to cringe, I threw my arms out wide. “A little worse for wear, but fine.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Sister Dina bobbed her head and offered my traitorous pig a scratch under the chin. “It does seem you have everything all together. That’s why when I cast a spell to lure resurrected beings to me, your potbellied friend scurried my way. Care to tell me about him?”  
 
    That’s what was behind his sudden disloyalty! Magical intervention! Nice to know I didn’t need to question the loyalty of the only man in my life.   
 
    Shrugging my shoulders, I shoved my hands into the pocket of my hoodie. “Not much to tell. Worked in a butcher shop. Fell on a roasting pig. Got myself a pet.” 
 
    As she bent down to set Bacon on the ground, she peered up at me with palpable disapproval. “Really, Octavia, I thought the coven taught you better control than that.”  
 
    “Is that why you kicked me out? Because you thought I was a sixteen-year-old child who just really had her shit together?” Each word dripped with a slathering of bitter sarcasm.   
 
    Rolling her shoulders, Sister Dina rose to her full, regal height and folded her hands in front of her. “Goddess knows we never asked you to leave. You ran. As has always been your habit when things get somewhat challenging.” 
 
    The heat of long repressed aggression seeped up my neck to my earlobes. “I brought Sister Amity’s familiar back to life. Do you remember that, or the thanks I got? The coven accused me of using black magic! So, hell yes, I ran before you all could burn me at the stake.”  
 
    An almost smile tugged at the corners of Dina’s bow-shaped lips. “First, our history being what it is, as a rule we don’t burn our own kind. Secondly, Amity killed her own familiar after it turned out to be a crazed-shapeshifter trying to steal her identity. When you brought it back to life, questions were raised over whether the two of you were working together. An argument I knew to be ludicrous, but which became significantly harder to prove when you decided to flee in the middle of the night.”  
 
    “Aw,” I tsked, sucking air through my teeth. “If we had cleared up that little misunderstanding back then, I would have missed out on the experience of sleeping behind a dumpster next to a guy named Timmy who was married to a sock puppet. That was quite an educational night.” 
 
    Released from Sister Dina’s influence, Bacon trotted back to my side and plopped down with his rump on my boot.   
 
    Throwing my arms out wide—despite the bite of pain from my elbow—I allowed Dina a full view of the shit show that was my life. “As you can see, I made it out mostly unscathed. And—more importantly—I have my powers completely under control now. No army of undead being formed. No further rumors of a zombie apocalypse. So, thanks for dropping in. Bye, now.”  
 
    Footsteps clomped up behind me, followed by a gasp of exhaustion from a winded Nikki.  
 
    “Whoa! I’ve got to do more cardio!” she panted, hands on her knees to steady herself. “Necromancer girl? What the heck are you doing here? I lost sight of you after you took off from the hospital. Then, I felt this, like, magnetic pull tugging me in this direction. Hey, do you think that’s because of the magic you used to bring me back from the dead? Like, we’re somehow bonded now?” Only then did she notice we weren’t alone in the alley, and jerked her chin in Sister Dina’s direction. “Who’s this?” 
 
    Grinding my teeth hard enough to make my swollen jaw throb, I gaped in the rambling nurse’s direction.  
 
    “I’m so glad you came into my life,” I deadpanned. “In the future, maybe scan the space to make sure we’re alone before you throw around terms like necromancer and bringing folks back from the dead.”  
 
    Managing a tight smile, I turned my attention back to Sister Dina. “Still, one pig and a nurse hardly constitutes an army. There is nothing whatsoever to be concerned about here.”  
 
    Closing the space between us, Dina crossed her arms over her chest and peered down her nose at me. “When are you going to learn to get out of your own way, Octavia?” 
 
    It wasn’t her stature, but the power that exuded from her every pore that reverted me back to an inadequate child in her presence. “That’s my own Kobayashi Maru—the unsolvable riddle. Might as well write me off as a lost cause and be on your way.” 
 
    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? To add me to what must be a lengthy list of people you feel failed you.” Chewing on the inside of her cheek, she hitched one brow, challenging me to argue. “But that’s not going to happen. Not until we get this whole messy wraith business squared away. Do you have a hotel room reserved? It seems our little team needs to regroup and prepare for the worst.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have picked this particular hotel.” Lying flat on my back on the king-sized bed, words tumbled from my lips in the hopes it would distract from the pain of Sister Dina trying to magically knit my bruised and battered form back together. “There was one up the road, I think it was called The Stroll Inn. I would have tried there, first. They looked like a pay-by-the-hour kind of place.”  
 
    “And that’s what appeals to you?” Head bowed, Dina’s hands moved in small circles over me. A warm, crackling glow emanated from her fingertips. “An increased likelihood of bed bugs and sharing walls with prostitutes?”  
 
    “It’s more of a budgetary necessity. I enjoy having money left for novelties like food, which in turn makes me more tolerant of the living conditions.” Something in my elbow popped, awakening a sudden prickly pain that coursed up and down my arm. “Son of a bitch! What was that?” 
 
    Pausing to shake out her hands, Dina stretched her neck in one direction and then the other. “Your elbow was dislocated. It’s not now. You’re welcome.”  
 
    Seated on the other bed, Nikki leaned forward with her forearms on her knees. “Dude, you could make so much money in the medical community. We’re talking fat, buy your own island, stacks.” 
 
    “That would be personal gain.” Pushing off the mattress beside me, Dina rose to her feet, the tucked-up fabric of her skirt falling in a cascade to the floor. “Magic done under those conditions always comes at a terrible price.” 
 
    “I think I could handle a few consequences if I was living like Mariah Carey, going to the grocery store decked out in diamonds and gowns,” Nikki grumbled under her breath.  
 
    Depleted strength sagging her shoulders, Dina poured herself a glass of the cucumber water she ordered from room service. She tipped it to her lips and treated herself to a sip, whilst purposely ignoring Nikki’s comment. “Tell me about the wraith you’re hunting.”  
 
    “Hunting? That’s a pretty strong word. Not only have I never fired a gun, but I struggle to stab a straw through a Capri-sun.” Sitting up, I bent and straightened my elbow, thrilled to find the pain gone. “I was just trying to help a kid out. This whole mess started with a baby born super sick.”  
 
    “Sick doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Nikki scoffed, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “All of his insides were on the outside. Consequences or not, that kid needed magical intervention.”  
 
    Digging into my back pocket, I pulled out two crumpled dollar bills and tossed them to Nikki. “Bacon needs something to eat. Can you run to the vending machine and see if they have popcorn? It’s his favorite.” 
 
     Nikki caught one, but missed the other.  
 
    “Heck yeah, I will. If there’s money left over, I’m getting something chocolatey and filled with caramel,” she admitted as she bent down to scoop up the fallen dollar. “Because if coming back from the dead doesn’t earn a cheat day, I don’t know what does.”  
 
    “Go nuts.” Criss-crossing my legs under me, I waved her toward the door with a grand roll of my wrist.  
 
    Draining the rest of the water from her glass, Dina let the door click shut behind Nikki before breaking the hush that fell in her wake. “You’ve changed, Octavia. The patience and kindness you’re showing that nurse is new. The teenage girl you once were kept people at a distance and assumed the very worst about everyone. I can’t help but wonder if that change has something to do with the new tattoo on your wrist. A nautical compass seems to be the sign of a soul looking for direction. If I had to guess, I would say that you’re driven either by great love, or steadfast courage at this point in your journey.”  
 
    I could feel the heat of her stare sliding over my features, hunting for any telltale sign of what was going on in my head or heart. That was information I wasn’t ready to share quite yet, with her or anyone. Meeting Dina’s gaze head on, I kept my expression at a calm neutral and diverted her back to the matter at hand. “Kids are being hurt by this wraith. If you have any information on how we can stop it, that would be insanely helpful. Otherwise, I think share time is about over.”  
 
    A humorless huff of laughter escaping her, Dina leaned against the bureau and crossed her legs at the ankle. “There’s the girl I knew. That’s okay. You can keep your secrets. Just know that I’m here for you, whether you choose to believe it or not.” 
 
    Clearing my throat, I rubbed my palms against my jeans to wipe away the traces of nervous sweat. “I appreciate that. I do. But, honestly, my biggest concern right now is to help the Dews family.”   
 
    “Fair enough.” Jerking her head in a curt nod, Sister Dina set her glass aside and folded her arms across her midsection. “Tell me the details as you know them.”  
 
    “Like Nikki said, their son was born incredibly sick. No one believed he was going to make it, least of all his devastated parents.” 
 
    “And, the nurse was the wraith’s first kill?” Dina’s index finger tapped against her chin.  
 
    “She was,” I confirmed, chewing on the inside of my cheek. “After that, things got… weird. The baby got better, but started aging rapidly, while his brother regressed. Big bro was on the varsity football team. Now, he looks like that cigar smoking baby in Who Framed Roger Rabbit.”   
 
    “Loved that movie.” Pushing off the bureau, Dina sauntered to the bed opposite me and took a seat, curling her legs to the side. “Well, first and foremost, you have to understand that these things don’t manifest themselves on their own. Someone summoned it.”  
 
    Swallowing hard, I fought against my brewing frustration. “These are kids. Why would anyone do that? They have to know what this family has been through.”  
 
    Leaning forward, Dina rested her hand on my knee. “Sweet girl, I love that you’ve evolved far enough to see past underlying ugliness. It’s a true sign of how much you’ve changed. That said, the key element you’re missing in this equation is what a wraith can do. It’s a soul sucker, true enough. But, it can also be linked to a chosen person. It can grant life and health… by siphoning it out of others.” 
 
    “Someone thought they were h-helping that baby?” I stammered in flabbergasted shock.  
 
    With a comforting pat to my leg, Dina straightened her spine. “As is often the case when people mess with magics they don’t fully understand. Then again, I don’t have to tell you about that. Do I, child?”  
 
    Her dig at my past set my teeth on edge. Taking a mental ten count, I hunted for the inner peace required to manage polite conversation.  
 
    Here, I am safe. I am powerful, rooted, and strong. Nothing is hurting me, and I’ve caused pain to no one.  
 
    I was a kid coming into powers I didn’t understand. Having been bounced from foster home to foster home, there was no one to explain to me the changes I was going through. For the most part, it scared the hell out of people when they saw what I could do. Bringing the family cat back to life. Reviving grandma at her wake. Once people have said their goodbyes and let go, they find a sudden resurrection… jarring. And that’s putting it mildly. They called me a devil, witch, demon, monster, and any other word you can think of that means the worst kind of evil imaginable. That led to me getting bounced around even more. By some mercy of fate, I was taken in by Dina’s coven. They didn’t understand my abilities, but were at least willing to offer me kindness and support. For a brief moment in time, I had a home. 
 
    Friends.  
 
    Family.  
 
    School.  
 
    Community.  
 
    I was happier than I had ever been. But like all good things, it was a fleeting utopia. One that was chased away when a kid with a gun stormed the halls of North Star High… my high school. Why the gunman spared me, I can’t say. Maybe it was as simple as him not seeing me huddled and pissing myself behind the filing cabinet. Eight others weren’t as lucky. At the tender age of fourteen, I bore witness to a degree of hatred my young mind couldn’t fathom. Still can’t, if I’m being honest. Cowered in that corner, armed with abilities I didn’t understand, I knew I had to do something. Out of options, I did the only thing I could.  
 
    I brought each of the fallen kids back.  
 
    At the time, I had no way of knowing that the circumstances a person dies in greatly influences how they reanimate. Those teens died scared and angry, and came back consumed by enraged panic. Covered in their own blood and gore, they chased down their killer and tore him to pieces with their hands… and teeth.  
 
    Maybe they would have stopped there.  
 
    There’s a chance that one kill would have been enough to sate them. 
 
    I’ll never know.  
 
    The cops got to them before I did. When the men in blue stumbled onto that grisly scene, they screamed the Z word and opened fire. Those kids were gunned down a second time… because of me. 
 
    Wetting my suddenly arid lips, I wrestled my demons back into the past where they belonged. “Someone was trying to help, and made a huge fucking mess. What do we do with that bit of intel?” 
 
    Dina’s lips pursed in distaste. “You know I don’t approve of that kind of language, Octavia. Rise above such off-color comments, please.”  
 
    “And I don’t like getting dicked around, Dina.” Squaring my shoulders, I met her glare head on. “How about if we stop pussy footing around, and you tell me how to stop this thing?”   
 
    Something swirled across the elder Wiccan’s features that resembled respect. “You truly have changed. Very well, then. The wraith is summoned through its talisman, which must be buried in the earth beneath the vessel of its intended blessing.” 
 
    “What? Why underground?” 
 
    “Why do Catholics bury St. Joseph upside down in their yard when they want to sell their house? It’s a ritual; it’s what people do.” Dina clapped her hands on her knees to punctuate the point. “If you find the talisman, shatter it. The spell should be instantly broken.” 
 
    Shoving off the bed, I paced the length of the room. “Should be?”  
 
    Dina paused before answering, seemingly chewing on the words. “Nothing magic related is ever guaranteed. You know that. If it comes to it, you may have to fight this thing. Of course, you’ll need enchanted iron weapons to even stand a chance.” 
 
    Dragging my fingers through my knotted hair, I shook my head. “This is not uplifting.”  
 
    “That’s not even the worst part.”  
 
    “Oh, goodie.”  
 
    Hand drifting to the moonstone strung around her neck, the pad of Dina’s thumb traced over its glassy surface. “If the wraith catches wind you’re trying to stop it, it will multiply itself to stand a better chance of survival. Meaning it will embody as many beings as it can, and spread like a plague to help ensure its own survival. Best not to let that happen. You’d basically go from fighting a grease fire to fighting a blazing inferno.”  
 
    “You’re just full of good news. Thanks for stopping by to drop this load in my lap before scurrying back to the safety of your coven.” To counteract the brash statement, I offered her a crooked smile she didn’t return.  
 
    “You must realize there’s more to it than that.” Pulling herself up to her full, impressive height, Dina smoothed the creases out of the front of her sapphire skirt. “You brought a human back to life, without a clear-cut explanation of why, or to what end. I’m afraid I cannot leave in good conscience until that particular matter has been resolved. You have to know that whenever a necromancer is involved, there are fears of… an uprising.”  
 
    Turning on my heel, I dropped my arms to my sides as I faced her. “You’re a piece of work, you know that? All that I care for you and I always have stuff was very convincing. You’ve got that compassionate mother figure act down pat. Tell me, is it something you have to work to turn on and off, or are you just naturally full of shit?”  
 
    Folding her hands, her head tilted. “The power you have can’t go unchecked. No one’s can.”  
 
    Throwing my hands out wide, I let them fall to my sides with a slap. “What’s your plan, then? Hang around until I kill Nikki? Only return home after the status quo is returned, and hope to hell I don’t wake her back up out of spite?”  
 
    Dragging her tongue over her lower lip, Dina’s nostrils flared with a small glimmer of annoyance. “She was the first victim of the wraith, was she not?” 
 
    “Yeah, so? What does that matter?”  
 
    “It gained the strength to enter our realm through her death. A strength that would have faded, along with what remained of her essence. But you resurrected her, and basically tapped the wraith into a limitless energy supply. Congratulations, you made a super monster. The only way to weaken it now would be to return Nurse Nikki to Mother Earth’s eternal embrace.” 
 
    “No way!” I jabbed a finger of accusation in Dina’s direction. “If you’re going to imply that I have to commit such a heinous act, the least you can do is have the balls to say it for what it really is.” 
 
    “Fine.” The tendons of Dina’s jaw clenched tight. “Have it your way. With her death, the wraith will be weakened. If you want to save those children, Nikki must die.”  
 
    Neither of us heard her key slide into the door, or the hinges open. It was the pained slice of her voice that cut into the conversation, while the bag of popcorn she held tumbled to the well-trampled carpet. “I must… what?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    My footfalls clanged down the metal stairs as I chased after Nikki, who bolted the second Dina’s ominous threat registered with her. “Nikki, stop! Would you hold on a second? We need to talk about this!” 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about!” The second her feet hit the pavement, she dashed across the parking lot toward the neighboring highway. “You’re trying to kill me! Do you all hear that? The weird girl with the pink hair is trying to kill me!” Her voice raised on that second statement, reaching the ears of a middle-aged couple dragging travel-tattered luggage out of the trunk of their Subaru.  
 
    “I am not! She drinks,” I added for the benefit of the perplexed couple. Hitting the pavement a beat behind Nikki, I quickly closed the distance between us. Catching her arm, I spun her to face me and dropped my voice to a hushed whisper. “Stop and think for a minute. I’m the one that brought you back. Why would I kill you?”  
 
    She started to open her mouth, only to have her lips clamped shut by a ripple of energy. Eyes bulging, she stumbled back with her arms stitched tight to her sides.  
 
    “I’ve already stated the reason the girl must die,” Dina injected herself into the conversation, fingers rolling to keep her magical influence holding Nikki firmly in place. “There is a natural order of things. One you tampered with. Two innocent lives are in jeopardy because you brought this girl back, allowing the wraith to feed off her like a fat leech. Order must be restored if you want to save those children, as you claim you do.”  
 
    Hands curling into fists at my sides, tendrils of emerald energy licked down the length of my arms and crackled over my knuckles. “I brought her back. That makes her my responsibility. I’m not going to take her life because you say that’s the easy choice.”  
 
    A snap of my fingers broke Dina’s hold, allowing Nikki to stumble back into her returned freedom. Jaw clenched, I tried not to outwardly marvel at how easy it was for me to sever the binding spell of the elder witch. There was a time she seemed an untouchable pinnacle of magical excellence. Today, a casual gesture was all it took to tarnish that image. Maybe her coven was right to be leery of me.  
 
    Unphased by the shift in power, Dina strode straight for me with a purposeful gait. “Easy? None of this is easy. You don’t think I know how such a dark act can blacken the soul? I understand that more than you can possibly comprehend, you insolent child. But when beings are gifted—as we are— it often leads to the necessity of making hard choices; the likes of which mere mortals couldn’t begin to understand. If not stopped, that wraith will continue to kill. The entire Dews family will be added to its growing list of victims.” Chin jutting out, she shifted her narrow-eyed glare to Nikki. “You say that family suffered greatly after their son was born with horrible afflictions. How do you think they will feel when both of their children die? Layer by layer, that family will be torn apart, unless we take action to help them. You’re a nurse, Nikki. You’ve made it your life’s work to help others. Was that just a paycheck for you? Or is it a part of who you truly are?” 
 
    Holding up a hand, I halted Nikki before she uttered a word. “Don’t answer that. No one should have to justify basic survival instinct. If you don’t have anything helpful to offer, Dina, get the hell out of here. Whether you believe it or not, I don’t need you to babysit—” 
 
    A soft hand pressed to my shoulder.  
 
    “Octavia, wait.” Hearing the sorrow laced through Nikki’s tone, I glanced over my shoulder to find her expression clouded with defeat. “She has a point.”  
 
    “No, she doesn’t!” I threw my hands in the air, stifling the urge to throttle them both. “She said your death is the only alternative. In what universe is there ever only one option for anything? There’s always a gray area. I live my entire life in the gray area! We just have to find it. I’m going to save your life, damn it! Get on board!”  
 
    “Oh, I’m totally on board with all that. I would like very much to stay alive. I never even got to see Brittany in Vegas. A sure sign I haven’t begun to live.” Arms falling limply at her sides, Nikki’s head tilted. “But what she’s right about is my purpose. My life is a hot mess. I date unavailable men. I’m two months behind on my rent. Yet, somehow, I think eating out at every meal and a barrage of retail therapy will magically fix everything. The only thing I really gave a damn about in life was my job. Helping people felt like my greater purpose. It always has. The truth is, I already died, Octavia. I’m not supposed to be here. If going toes up for the second time is going to help that sweet baby, I think that’s what I have to do.”  
 
    “Finally, someone is seeing logic.” Striding forward, Dina rubbed hands of comfort up and down Nikki’s arms. “You’re doing the right—and noble—thing, child.”  
 
    “You’re both insane!” Pivoting on the ball of my foot, I started to march off, only to immediately swivel back. “Why are we even talking about this? You’re a health care worker, Nikki! Isn’t do no harm, like, job one?”  
 
    Shaking off Dina’s hold, Nikki caught my hand. The way clarity sharpened her features was a vast contrast to the scattered girl I spent most of the day with. “Just by being here, I’m hurting those kids. I watched that baby struggling to breathe with tubes and lines pumping life into him. I cried with his family every time he suffered a setback. I brought extra pillows and blankets each time they fell asleep in his room. If giving back the second chance I shouldn’t have been given is what I need to do to help them, I think I have to do it.” 
 
    Filling my lungs to capacity, I exhaled an exasperated breath. “So, I just have to bide my time for you to come to your senses?” 
 
    “And if I do, I’ll put a halt to this whole thing,” Nikki agreed, hair falling into her eyes with her exuberant nod. “In the meantime, can I make a request?” 
 
    “Name it,” Dina purred.  
 
    Unable to help myself, my nose crinkled in Dina’s direction.  
 
    Oblivious to my tangible disdain, Nikki anxiously chewed on her lower lip. “If this is really going to be it, if we’re really going to do this, I want to see Dr. Dowden one last time. I never told him how much he meant to me, and I need to. Believe it or not, I always kind of thought we would end up together.” Leaning in, Nikki bumped my arm with the back of her wrist. “You remember him? He’s the one I told you about with the gorgeous cock.” 
 
    Biting the inside of my cheek, I dipped my chin in a begrudging nod of confirmation. “You mean the guy I chased out of his own morgue so I could bring you back from the dead? Yeah, it rings a bell.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I honestly can’t say what kind of car Nikki drove; it was dark and I didn’t care enough to notice. What I could say was that it was small, cluttered with garbage, and smelled like stale French fries and citrus scented body spray. Since Nikki died at the hospital, we found her car still parked there. While it wasn’t the safest practice for her to keep a key under her floor mat, it did help us out. It wouldn’t be long before someone would come and tow it. Luckily for us, that day had not yet come.  
 
    Parked outside of Dr. Tim Dowden’s apartment building, I crinkled my nose and watched Bacon root through the trash in Nikki’s back seat. It was truly grotesque how many treats he found to munch on.  
 
    Stifling a dry heave, I tried to distract myself from the ick with conversation. “I feel we need to come up with a plan of action here. You know, some idea of what you’re going to say to him before things go full Monty Python Bring Out Your Dead on your reunion. ‘I’m not dead. I’m feeling better. I think I’d like to go for a walk’.” 
 
    “Oh my God! There he is!” Despite the car being parked, Nikki’s hands curled into white-knuckled fists around the steering wheel. The second the burly medical examiner ducked out of his Jeep Cherokee, she threw open her door. It screeched on rusted hinges, as if even the car wanted her to reconsider before making a mad dash across the parking lot.  
 
    Unfortunately, she was gone in a blur before anyone or anything could slow her down.  
 
    Lips pressed in a tight line, I stared at the open door. “I said that out loud right? Could have sworn I did.”  
 
    Seated up front in the passenger seat, Dina kept her shoulders hunched like she was afraid of being contaminated by her surroundings. “Isn’t it a nuisance when people choose not to listen?”  
 
    Absentmindedly scratching Bacon’s back, my lips pursed in annoyance. “Really? You’re going to compare me not wanting her to emotionally traumatize this guy, to you suggesting I commit premeditated homicide? If you think those two things are even remotely similar, the inside of your mind must be a terrifying place.” Granted, it was my original plan to utter the spell to reverse her reanimation immediately, if not sooner. But, that was then. We had since bonded, which made the whole idea seem… wrong.  
 
    “It’s not homicide. It’s restoring the natural order of—” 
 
    “Shhh… shut up,” I raised one hand to halt whatever sorry excuse she was about to offer. “Here we go.”  
 
    Nikki’s shouts were muted by the distance between us. Still, we could make out her calling Tim’s name as she sprinted across the lot. Sucking air through my teeth, I braced for an explosion as he turned her way.  
 
    “Goddess, bless that sweet boy,” Dina muttered, one hand fluttering to her mouth.  
 
    Tim turned and his eyes bulged. As one would expect when witnessing a spontaneous resurrection, his bag of take-out from a Japanese steakhouse slipped from his fingers, her name formed on his paling lips. “Nikki?” 
 
    She pulled up short, maybe five strides away from him. For a beat, they simply stared.  
 
    “See? This is one of those moments when being spontaneous bites you in the ass.” Cringing at the awkwardness of it all, I covered my eyes and peered through my fingers. To my absolute astonishment, Tim threw his arms out wide in an open invitation to his recently deceased booty call. “No fucking way.”  
 
    Snorting a humorless laugh, Dina shook her head. “It would seem love truly needs no explanation.” 
 
    Nikki and Tim collided into one another. Their bodies molded together, their lips connecting with frantic need. Cradling Nikki’s face between his palms, Tim peppered her cheeks with kisses. The tenderness of their reunion lasted for about two minutes. Then, his roaming hands found her ass. Squeezing a butt-cheek in each hand, he lifted her off the ground, allowing her to wrap her legs around his waist. Hands rubbing up and down each other’s backs, their breath came in ragged heaves.  
 
    “That… progressed quickly.” Averting her eyes, Dina fixated on the empty Dairy Queen cup by her shoe. 
 
    “Oh boy, it’s getting worse.” I had to cover Bacon’s eyes as Tim hoisted Nikki onto the hood of his Jeep, grinding his hips into her. “Wow, okay. We need to talk about literally anything else.”    
 
    Nikki fell back against the hood. Throwing one arm over her head in the throes of passion, she set off the car alarm. Tim refused to allow such an annoyance to tear his lips from hers. Weaving one hand into Nikki’s hair, he slapped at his back pocket with the other in the blind hope of hitting his key fob.  
 
    Blinking hard, as if such an act could erase all she witnessed, Dina curled one leg under her and turned to face me. “They might be a minute. Which means we have time to talk.”  
 
    Casting my stare out the side window, I noticed the streetlight overhead flickering. “If you’re going to make an argument for me to kill her, save it. I fully intend to find a way to stop the wraith and save her.”  
 
    “And if you can, you absolutely should,” Dina confirmed, dipping her head in a resolute nod. “That said, if you’re going to have any chance at taking down the wraith, you’ll need the proper tools.” Rolling her wrist in tiny circles, her eyes fluttered shut. “Great spirits hear my needed call, bestow the weapons to make our enemies fall.”  
 
    Energy rippled over my legs, swelling and roiling into the form of two beautifully crafted swords draped across my lap. “They’re beautiful, really. Stunning. However, I should point out that fencing wasn’t a pastime I took up as I was lobbed from foster home to foster home.”  
 
    “You need no special skills with these. For basic use, put the pointy end in the bad guy. More importantly than that, they’re magically enhanced. Their purpose is to be siphons for your magic. Think of them as extensions of your arms, as long as you don’t cut off a limb handling them.”   
 
    My fingers traced over the cold steel, leaving wisps of swirling emerald in their wake. “Don’t think this changes anything. I could have killed her with a touch from the second she woke up. Sharp objects don’t make the prospect any more enticing.”  
 
    “I would judge you horribly if it did.” Reaching over the seat, she brushed a lock of hair behind my ear. I couldn’t help but bristle. “You really have changed from the frightened young girl I once knew. Then, you took on traits from those around you, so desperate were you to fit in. Now, it appears you’ve finally found comfort in your own skin. I’m proud of the woman you’ve become, Octavia, and any small part the coven and I may have played in that.” 
 
    Biting my lower lip, a hot rush of tears burned behind my eyes that I refused to shed. “I was happy with the coven, for a time. But I wasn’t meant to be there. I found home… along the way.” My voice trailed off, lost in the memory of the love and acceptance I felt whenever Elba enveloped me in his embrace.  
 
    “I won’t pry. There has been far too much oversharing here tonight.” Eyebrows raised, Dina jerked her head in the direction of the handsy couple. “But there is one thing you need to be aware of—”  
 
    Feeling the weight of obligation tied to the swords, I slid them off my legs and eased them to the floor. “I didn’t ask anything from you, nor do I need anything. My plan is to find the wraith’s talisman. If I can find it, I’ll destroy it. Then, I can give Nikki a chance at a pants-less happily ever after with the good doctor.”  
 
    Elbows on the seat back, Dina laced her fingers together and rested her chin on her knuckles. “I think that’s absolutely the right thing to do—as much for Nikki’s sake as for your own piece of mind. However, there is one small element of this equation you’ve failed to consider.”  
 
    Lifting my chin, I met her stare and refused to waver. “What is it you think I’m missing?”   
 
    “Wherever that talisman is, I doubt that whomever put it there will want to part with it. There was a baby dying. Someone acted out of desperation when they evoked that kind of magic. Giving it up means risking the child’s health failing. If a mother can move a car to save her child, imagine what one would do to protect the artifact keeping her baby alive.”  
 
    “You think it’s the mother?” 
 
    Dina shrugged. “I have no idea who it is: a parent, grandparent, or perhaps a well-meaning neighbor. The point is, someone was willing to risk anything to keep that baby alive. Whoever it is won’t be eager to hand over such a treasured artifact now. One way or another, you’re going to need those swords.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “In retrospect, Tim and I never would have worked as a couple,” Nikki mused as she turned the steering wheel hand over hand to guide us into the Dews’ posh subdivision. “He’s just too obsessed with me. I mean, ask some damned questions, man! I was in the morgue. Didn’t that seem like a matter we should have discussed?”   
 
    “You didn’t seem to object to his… ahem… exuberance.” In a passive-aggressive statement about Nikki’s driving, Dina steadied herself with one hand on the roof of the car.  
 
    Biting her bottom lip, a rosy hue filled Nikki’s cheeks. “It was a hell of a goodbye. Right up until that cop showed up. To be honest, I’m strangely proud that I got a ticket for indecent exposure after death.” Double-checking the house number with what she wrote on her palm, Nikki edged the car alongside the curb in front of the Dews’ suburban utopia. After throwing the car in park, she swiveled to face me with an elbow on the back of the seat. “It was the perfect send off, and I’m ready to go. There’s nothing left for me here. I realize that now. I don’t know where I went after I died, but I do know I was happy there. I don’t fear it. Not anymore.”  
 
    “What?” My gaze flicked to Dina, fearing she was using magical influence to pry the words from Nikki.  
 
    Sitting board straight, the elder Wiccan stared straight ahead like she hadn’t heard a thing.  
 
    “Whatever that thing in there is,” Nikki jabbed her thumb at the beautiful, colonial-style house with giant hydrangea bushes out front, “it killed me. You didn’t bring me back for a second chance, Octavia. I’m here to help you find a way to stop this thing. Let me do that, please.”  
 
    My mouth opened with a pop, ready to argue otherwise, when the front door of Casa de Dews flew open. Huddled in each other’s arms, Betsy and Brad dashed off the porch and into the yard. Behind them, onyx tendrils coiled and lashed with venomous intent.  
 
    Shoving a sleeping Bacon off my lap, I wrenched open the car door and palmed both swords. “This conversation isn’t over. Watch my pig.” Hoping those wouldn’t be my dying words, I bolted from the car. Feeling the threatening pulse of dark magic crackling through the air, I sprinted toward the trembling couple.  
 
    “The boys are still inside! We have to help them!” Pushing away her husband, Betsy tried to shove her way past him.  
 
    Clamping his arms firmly around her waist, he held her back. “You can’t go back in there. We barely made it out alive!” 
 
    “What happened?” I yelled over the freight train roar of lashing winds roosting in the Dews’ home.  
 
    “I… don’t know.” Tears welled in Betsy’s eyes, slipping from her lashes in torrents.  
 
    “Some…thing in there grabbed the children and chased us out.” Brad’s chest rose and fell in frantic pants.  
 
    Filling my lungs to capacity, I adjusted the grip on my newly acquired swords. “I’m going in there. No idea what the hell I’m going to do when I get there, but where’s the fun in having a plan? Before I go, any chance either of you have seen any sort of talisman laying around?”   
 
    Confusion momentarily halting her sobs, Betsy’s forehead creased at the question. “A… talisman?”  
 
    Glancing back at Dina, I jerked my chin in her direction. “Hey! Have you seen the talisman thing? What does it look like?”   
 
    Cupping her hands around her mouth, Dina screamed over the raging gusts. “Being evil in origin, it was shaped in hell’s blazing inferno and engraved with the crown of Lucifer!”  
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s stamped with horns and really shiny!”   
 
    Heavy storm clouds closed in, lightning flashing within their swelling wall of blackness.  
 
    “Stamped with horns and really shiny,” I repeated, translating English to English.  
 
    Betsy shook her head, her worried stare locked on the house. “No, we don’t have anything like that! Please, if you have any way to help our—” 
 
    “It’s in the basement!” Brad interrupted, face reddening. “We were desperate! I couldn’t eat. Couldn’t sleep. Every moment was spent bracing for the worst. One night, after Gideon had to be intubated yet again, I did a random search on the Internet. Found the damned thing on eBay. I didn’t think it was real! I was exhausted and damned near delirious. I didn’t think anything would come of it, but then the nurse died and shit got weird!” 
 
    “And once it started siphoning the years out of your eldest son, you didn’t think to get rid of it?” Even as I posed the question, I peered into the house and tried to remember where the basement stairs were. 
 
    “I tried!” The words tumbled from Brad’s lips in a panicked gush. “I threw it in the river, ran over it with my car, tried to burn it; nothing worked! It just kept showing back up in my wallet! Out of ideas, I buried it in the basement!”   
 
    Thunder boomed, shaking the ground beneath our feet.  
 
    “How do I get down there?”  
 
    “The stairs are in the dining room. I buried it in the northeast corner.” Wisps of hair blew back from Brad’s thinning hairline.  
 
    Nostrils flaring, I stared into the front door that hung open like ravenous jaws. “Dina, any idea how to destroy the talisman?”  
 
    “A wraith is a harbinger of death. That’s your area of expertise! Use your powers!”   
 
    “I totally got this. May not even die a brutal and ugly death.” Crossing the swords in front of me, I uttered the spell that reversed my magic and took life away. “Spirits from beyond the grave, I brought thee into light. Without your help, I cannot stave. Return thee into night.” Had I been touching Nikki when I uttered those words, life would have faded from her like a wilting flower. With the swords in my grip, it evoked emerald energy that licked over their gleaming metal. Acting on the fleeting rush of confidence that ushered in, I launched myself into the swirling vortex of the unknown. Wind whistled past my ears, my eyes watering as I pushed against the torrential gusts.  
 
    My bravado got me as far as the foyer.  
 
    That’s when crippling fear took over.  
 
    Roiling black death swirled in the Dew’s sitting room, festering in an ominous blockade. Before I could plan my next move, tendrils of darkness snaked around my waist and yanked me off my feet. My head whipped back with a sharp snap, the breath knocked from my lungs in a painful wheeze. Hair lashed around my face with a force that made it feel the strands were being ripped from my scalp. Grip on my swords slipping, I held on as tightly as I could. Centrifugal force pinned my arms out wide, the winds crushing against me. Of one thing I was certain: I wasn’t alone. Someone or something else was in that cyclone of pants-wetting fear with me. Squinting into the storm, I could faintly make out two figures suspended mid-air, slack and lifeless. The kids. The wraith was feeding off them, while I was powerless to prevent it.  
 
    “How’s the hero mission going?” Appearing in the doorway, Nikki raised her voice to be heard over the screaming winds.  
 
    “Not great!” 
 
    “You’re a stubborn ass. You know that about yourself, right?”  
 
    “It’s a flaw I’m working on! How is this thing not affecting you?”  
 
    “Huh, I don’t know.” Nikki let one shoulder rise and fall in a nonchalant shrug. “Maybe because I’m its never-ending food source? You know who was not cool with seeing me? Mrs. Dews. She didn’t take my resurrection as well as Tim did. He passed right out. Which, honestly, is probably the saner reaction.”   
 
    “Help us!” a small voice called out from within the tornadic bluster.  
 
    With every ounce of strength I had behind it, I tried to throw my shoulder forward, the efforts earning exactly zero ground.  
 
    Folding her hands in front of her, Nikki tilted her head. “Do you feel good about that attempt? Strong, independent woman who don’t need no help?”  
 
    “Kids could be dying, Nikki! Pick a better time to be condescending!” I tried to track her in each swirling rotation around the room.  
 
    Hands falling to her sides, she strode straight for the wall of cyclone winds. While her hair danced around her face in a wild halo, her features remained a resolute neutral. “There is another way. You know how to weaken this thing right now. Stop denying the inevitable. My time here is done. I’m at peace with my decision. You have my permission to do what has to be done.”  
 
    I tried to shake my head, but could only manage a twitch of my chin as the winds launched me into yet another nauseating swirl. “That’s not an option! We’ll find another way.” 
 
    A bittersweet melancholy stole over Nikki’s features. “No, sweet girl. We won’t.”  
 
    Those would be her last words as she stepped directly into my twisting path. My sword was in my hand, yet—to my great dismay—I maintained no control over its route. Nikki closed her eyes and threw her arms out wide. The point of my sword sank into her middle, burying itself to the hilt. Her lips paled, crimson gore seeping from the wound.  
 
    The winds died down in an instant, their roar hushed to an ominous silence. The Dews kids fell to the ground, the slight rise and fall of their chests acting as the only indicator that the wraith’s efforts had been thwarted… for the moment, at least.  
 
    Dropping my swords as if their touch was scalding, I caught Nikki in the cradle of my arms and eased her limp form to the ground. “Nikki! Stay with me! Focus on my face. You’re going to be okay. You hear me? We’ll get you help!”  
 
    Nikki’s complexion faded to a ghostly white, a peaceful smile tugging at the corners of her lips. With her unblinking stare focused on the infinite oblivion, her head lolled slack against my arm.  
 
    “There’s nothing you can do for her now. Help my brother, please,” a faint voice uttered behind me. Head snapping around, I gasped. Griffin, the older Dews boy, had regressed farther still. His skin was transparent, with a gelatinous look, revealing every blue vein running beneath. A child his age should have been nestled safely in their mother’s womb, not speaking in full sentences while still looking out for his brother. “Make her sacrifice mean something.”  
 
    Sweet baby Gideon had aged to a little old man with swollen and arthritic joints. Curled into the fetal position, his frail form shook with each labored wheeze. The wraith was playing the two against each other in a malicious game that would kill them both.  
 
    Wiping a tear off my cheek with the back of my hand, I rose on quaking legs that threatened to buckle under me. I moved through the fog of confusion to retrieve both swords, making a conscious effort to ignore the blood dripping from one blade. Weighing them in each hand, I stared toward the basement stairs with a vein throbbing in my temple. “Stay with your brother. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”    
 
    “I’m twelve inches tall and I’ve lost the ability to walk,” Griffin rasped. “Where am I going to go?”  
 
    I inched down the stairs with my alert gaze on swivel. With each step, Dina’s warning echoed through my mind. If the wraith feels threatened, it will spread its essence like a plague. Nikki’s martyrdom landed the first strike, one that pulled back the guillotine of impending doom I could feel pulsing through the air.  
 
    “Northwest corner of the basement, he said,” I grumbled into the darkness and pulled the cord of a bare bulb overheard. “Like I have any idea where the hell that is.”  
 
    The light flickered on to reveal a surprisingly cellar-like basement with dirt floors and exposed steel beams strung overhead.  
 
    “Seems they blew their budget on the main floor and opted for the Freddy Krueger furnace room.” Boots scuffing across the floor, I dragged the points of my swords through the dirt in search of disturbed ground where the talisman may be buried.  
 
    I made it as far as the water heater when a low moan echoing all around made a shiver of unease prickle up my spine. The timbre could never be confused with human. Fire and brimstone writhed in its cadence. Swallowing hard, I forced my head to turn in that direction.  
 
    Nothing… except thick shadows I was certain hadn’t been there a moment ago.  
 
    Acting on instinct, I recharged the only real weapon I had. “Spirit from beyond the grave, I brought thee into light. Without your help, I cannot stave. Return thee into night.”  
 
    Once more, those green flames of crackling energy swelled to bolster my resolve.  
 
    “That… doesn’t suck,” I smirked, holding one fiery blade up before me.  
 
    “Witch,” the deathly rattle bounced off the walls, assaulting me from all sides.  
 
    Lifting my chin, I hitched one brow in open challenge. “I’m a hell of a lot more than that. Come on out and let me formally introduce myself.”  
 
    Birthed in the shadows, a nightmare swelled before me. It had no facial features or recognizable traits of any living thing. The thing could only be described as the embodiment of sheer terror.  
 
    Arms sagging at my sides, I pursed my lips and shook my head. “I don’t even have a quippy comment, dude. You’re straight up terrifying.”  
 
    Something that looked like a jaw stretched from the lump of its makeshift head, opening into a ravenous maw that spewed forth black tendrils. They lashed through the cellar, churning up yet another storm of thrashing winds.  
 
    Salvation came in the form of the spirits I called to my swords. They were to thank for me flipping the hilt of one sword into an overhand grip with masterful technique. The sword pulled my arm back, not the other way around, and launched forward in a lethal strike. Crackling green flames sliced through the core of the soul sucking entity, earning a malicious hiss as it recoiled.  
 
    I could hurt it.  
 
    The magic within me—that I spent most of my life running from—was the key.  
 
    “The tables just turned, you ugly SOB.” Holding both swords out in front of me, my nose crinkled into a snarl.  
 
    As it turned out, this particular demon was not a fan of trash talk.  
 
    It retaliated by exploding into a mushroom cloud of malintent that leaked out the cracks in the foundation and through the broken seals of the cellar windows.  
 
    “That,” my lips parted with a pop, “can’t be a good sign.”   
 
    Heart thudding in my chest, I dropped to my knees and resumed my frantic search for the wraith’s talisman. For safety’s sake, I kept my swords firmly in both hands.  
 
    “Octavia!” Dina thundered down the stairs, stumbling down the last three. Her stare stayed locked on the main floor she fled from, her complexion drained ashen. “We need that talisman… now.”   
 
    “Oh, you need it now?” I parroted, sarcasm dripping from each word. “I was down here looking for a good place to plant an herb garden, but if you have a more pressing issue—” 
 
    “Remember what I said we absolutely did not want to happen?” she interrupted, oblivious to my snark. “It happened.”  
 
    Footfalls shook the bare wood stairs where a football team worth of people thumped down with slow, deliberate strides. Betsy and Brad led the charge, followed by what I guessed to be their well-dressed neighbors, a mailman, and a gardener who still held hedge clippers clutched in his fists. Their eyes morphed to haunting black orbs, while a breeze only they could feel tossed their hair about in a rippling current.  
 
      
 
    As they lumbered closer, smoke puffed next to the right hand of every member of the horde. From that foggy mist materialized ivory blades that settled into each waiting palm.  
 
    “See?” Dina gestured to the looming mass with one upturned palm. “This is the wraith spreading its essence. It infected each of them, taking over complete control. Divided, it isn’t up to its full strength. That’s why it arms its vessels with the daggers. Where the wraith can easily devour the souls of its prey, these lesser minions must use their enchanted weapons to cut the life out of us. Magically speaking, it’s as fascinating as it is terrifying.”  
 
    “Sometimes too much information can be a bad thing, Dina!” I barked as I frantically clawed at the ground. “How about a little help finding the talisman?”   
 
    “Wiiiiiitch,” the pack chorused.  
 
    The temperature of the cellar ticked up, caused by equal parts their crushing presence, and the sweltering torch of impending doom burning into my back.  
 
    “Such an offensive, uneducated term,” Dina scoffed. Lips pinched in haughty disdain, she lifted one brow in my direction. “You have more natural ability than any Wiccan I’ve ever met, yet you never did grasp the most basic of spells. By all means, allow me to do the heavy lifting for you.” Eyes closed, she rolled her fingers to beckon forth the touch of magic. “Mother Earth, tender mercy we pray you heed. Reveal the talisman that we seek, now in our hour of need.”  
 
    The aroma of sunshine and wildflowers rode in on a soft breeze. It brushed my cheek with a maternal tenderness as it passed, then ventured on to bump the wooden bookshelf cluttered with tools directly across from me. A lone spade fell from the middle shelf, landing point-down in the dirt. Getting one foot under me, I pushed off the ground and darted for the spade. With both swords tucked under one arm, I dug in with the spade and immediately heard the clang of metal on metal. Tossing the tool aside, my fingers closed around the cool bite of metal. Pinching it between my thumb and forefinger, I rubbed the grime away with the pad of my thumb. 
 
    Horns pressed into gleaming silver.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    My momentary victory was squashed under the roars that reverberated from the chest of every black-eyed puppet as they surged forward to squash us under their wave of fury.   
 
    Hooking my arm with hers, Dina reeled us into the corner. While the act bought us precious seconds, it didn’t change the fact that we were pinned in with no chance of escape. “The talisman, Octavia! You have to destroy it!”  
 
    “How?”   
 
    Daggers sliced at the air, each hungry for a taste of our flesh.  
 
    Positioning herself protectively in front of me, Dina threw her arms out wide. “Your sword! Use it!”  
 
    I felt the noose of impending death tightening around me and gulped down the smothering dread. Acting on pure blind faith, I dropped the talisman into the dirt with a muted thump. My hand closed around the grip of one sword as the other clattered to the earth. Raising it over my head in a two-handed hold, I squeezed my eyes shut and slammed the blade down hard and fast. Light as bright and ethereal as the Northern Lights exploded in a blinding flash, sending out a strobe of energy that blasted back the mindless throng.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Kicking at the talisman with the toe of my boot, I confirmed it had been severed in two. The air around us settled like a calming sigh, which allowed the palpable threat to dissipate into nothingness.  
 
    Dina pushed a sweat dampened curl behind her ear and offered me a toothy grin. “You did it, Octavia! The wraith is gone! Can you feel the weave of its magic unraveling?” 
 
    Free will restored, the crowd stumbled back into coherent thought. Scowling in confusion, they muttered amongst themselves as to how it was they ended up in the Dews’ basement.  
 
    The second her reality snapped back into place, Betsy’s head whipped in the direction of the staircase. “Gideon and Griffin! Where are they?”  
 
    She took the stairs two at a time to get to them, Brad and I sprinting to keep pace with her.  
 
    “Gideon!” Finding them in the sitting room, Betsy skidded across the carpet on her knees to gather her youngest son in her arms.  
 
    With the wraith gone, so went the magic keeping him alive. Griffin’s years returned to him, restoring him to a strong, healthy teen washed with regret that the second chance had been stolen from his little brother. His father knelt beside him, offering the boy a comforting shoulder as they watched the absence of magic shrink Gideon’s tiny frame further still.  
 
    “He’s blue,” Betsy sobbed. Dipping her head to Gideon’s chest, she listened. “Brad, he’s not breathing!”   
 
    My feet scuffed forward before I even knew my intent. One sword held loose at my side, I let its blade rest in my opposite palm and took a knee. Shoulder to shoulder with Mrs. Dews, I uttered the incantation scrolled on my heart. “Spirit on the other side, for your aid I give great thanks. I repay thy gift with a second chance, amongst life’s sprawling banks.”   
 
    The living flame stretched and snapped from the length of my sword, crackling out in a wide arc that settled over the trembling infant. It illuminated his core, allowing him to claim a gulp of air… then another. In a few seconds that seemed to drag on for an eternity, his breathing steadied and his complexion brightened to a healthy, peaches and cream glow.  
 
    Betsy cradled him to her chest with one arm, her free hand seizing my forearm. “How did you...? What did you...? Brad, look! He’s cooing!” 
 
    The others from the basement clustered into the room, celebrating with the Dews by offering claps on the back and heartfelt congratulations. I, on the other hand, picked that moment to show myself out. This was the beautiful American dream, and I didn’t fit into it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Rubbing my hands up and down my arms, I fought off the night chill as I strode toward Nikki’s car to collect Bacon. There was no trace of Elba here. The fresh tear in my battered heart demanded distance and a new town.  
 
    “As noble as that was, you didn’t have to do it.” Carrying my swords under her arm, Dina jogged to catch up and dropped them in the backseat through the open car window.  
 
    Dragging my tongue over my top teeth, I wrenched open the squeaky driver’s side door and gathered my emotional support pig under my arm. “Didn’t I?”  
 
    Hand draped over the car door, she offered Bacon a scratch on the chin that made me bristle. “Well, killing the wraith was mandatory, or we’d both be dead. But you put Nikki’s spirit into the baby, didn’t you? That’s the ripple of magic I felt. It’s quite miraculous. That child wouldn’t have survived, otherwise.”  
 
    “You’re going to look me in the eye and pretend I had any choice in the matter?”  
 
    Almond shaped eyes locked onto mine, and silver sparks of challenge swirled in the depths of Dina’s stare. “I’m not sure I understand this hostile tone. You brought Nikki back once. You could have done it again.”  
 
    Huffing a humorless laugh, I bit my lower lip. My gaze traveled down the street of suburban perfection, all of which was as foreign to me as a random galaxy far, far away. “You never did understand my abilities, despite your soapbox proclamations of unyielding support. Which I know were complete bullshit, by the way.”  
 
    Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, Dina rolled her shoulders into a pose of superiority. “I don’t understand or appreciate this unfounded bitterness. I’ve never offered you anything but respect and support.”  
 
    Face devoid of emotion, I blinked in her direction. “The dead call to me. Did you know that? The closer I am, the louder I hear their shouts. I knew the second you whisked Nikki’s body off to Goddess only knows where. I felt the haunting silence left in her wake. I put her spirit in that baby because it was all I could do to help either of them. So, where did you hide her? Back at the morgue? That ought to confuse the hell out of Dr. Dowden. Poor guy is going to think she only came back for a quickie.”   
 
    Folding her hands primly in front of her, Dina tried to level me with a glare. “I do care about you, Octavia. The entire coven does. We don’t want anything bad to happen to you, even if that means protecting you from yourself.”  
 
    Flipping a loose strand of hair from my eyes with a toss of my head, I readjusted my hold on Bacon. “I wasn’t aware I needed protection. What danger was it that you saw me stumbling into?”   
 
    Dina’s brows raised as if the answer was painfully obvious. “What you do delves into the dark arts. Don’t pretend you don’t know how such a talent could be manipulated with dastardly repercussions.”  
 
    And there it was. The underlying message that something was wrong with me. That the very worst I believed about myself was true. Unfortunately for her, time and circumstance had armed me with the necessary shields to protect me from such narrow-minded bias. 
 
    Before I could form a word in rebuttal, the universe cued Mrs. Dews to bolt out the front door in search of me. “Octavia!” Waving her hands over her head, she dashed across the yard in my direction. “You can’t leave without saying goodbye!” 
 
    “You want to stand guard?” I muttered to Dina from the corner of my mouth. “Make sure I don’t say an evil goodbye that brings about the end of days?”  
 
    “This is no joking matter, Octavia.”  
 
    “Damn right it’s not.” I forced a fake smile just in time for Betsy to grab me in a tight bear hug.  
 
    “We can never thank you enough.” Mouth to my ear, her voice quaked with emotion. “I don’t know what dumbass stunt my husband pulled, but you saved us and gave our baby a second chance. You are truly an angel, Octavia Hollows, and don’t you dare let anyone tell you different. You hear?”  
 
    Over her shoulder, I shot Dina a Told you so look. “I’m happy I could help.”   
 
    Betsy pulled back, but kept a tight hold on my upper arms. “You and your sweet little pig were the miracle this family needed. We will never, ever forget you. Promise me that if you ever need anything, you will give us a call.”  
 
    A hot blush seeped up my neck to the tips of my ears. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have two young men to lavish love and attention on so that no future woman will ever be good enough for them.” After dotting a quick kiss to my cheek, Mrs. Dews trotted off to rejoin her family.  
 
    “Huh,” I mused, lips sinking into a downward C. “It seems she missed the memo that I’m a scary monster she should fear. Do you want to tell her, or should I?” 
 
    Chest swelling with trumped up purpose, Dina peered down her nose at me. “This isn’t a joke, Octavia. The coven will be watching. Resurrections like this will not be tolerated or ignored.”  
 
    Striding around Nikki’s car, I wrenched open the passenger side door and dropped Bacon into the passenger seat. “You’re right. You should keep a watch on me.” Shutting the door to secure my little piglet sidekick, I strode back around the car and took my place behind the wheel. “You said it yourself, I hold more natural ability than any Wiccan you’ve ever met. If you keep watching... you just might learn something.” 
 
    “I mean it, Octavia.” Hands falling to her sides, Dina curled them into tight fists of annoyance.  
 
    With a wry smile curling the corners of my lips, I grabbed Nikki’s sunglasses from the dashboard and slid them on. Surrounded by bits of the life she left behind, I felt a sense of peace that I had done right by the golden-hearted nurse with a dastardly love life.  
 
    “So do I.” A turn of the ignition allowed the rickety old car to rumble to life. “Want some pointers on how to get the best vantage point? Right now, I’m going to drive Nikki’s car back to the hospital and get my bike. Then, I’m going to zoom my happy ass out of this town. Because, what I hoped to find? It isn’t here.” Slamming the door, I revved the engine. “From there, I’m going to hit the closest pharmacy and stock up on suntan lotion. Because Bacon and I are headed to Las Vegas, and I’m worried that if he starts sweating, dogs for miles around will want to eat him.” 
 
    “Vegas? Why there?” Dina cringed in blatant disgust.  
 
    “Because someone out there knows what happened to the love of my life, and I’m going to find the truth. While I go in search of closure, you should know that your entire coven combined doesn’t have the strength to stop this little quest of mine. If you decide to tag along anyway, I suggest you grab some quarters and meet me at the slot machines. Because I’m not stopping for you or anybody.”   
 
    Gunning the engine, the balding tires squealed as I pulled away from the curb.   
 
    With a smile spreading across my face, I raced toward the horizon.  
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    Stacey Rourke is the author of award-winning books that span various genres, yet maintain her trademark blend of action and humor. She lives in Michigan with her husband, two beautiful daughters, and two giant dogs. She loves to travel, has an unhealthy shoe addiction, and considers herself blessed to make a career out of talking to the imaginary people that live in her head. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Connect with her at: www.staceyrourke.com 
 
    Facebook at www.facebook.com/staceyrourkeauthor 
 
    or on Twitter or Instagram @rourkewrites 
 
    Sign up for her newsletter at: http://eepurl.com/c56flr 
 
    Find the full catalog of her books here: https://readerlinks.com/mybooks/1328 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Gryphon Series 
 
    The Conduit 
 
    Embrace 
 
    Sacrifice 
 
    Ascension 
 
    Descent 
 
    Inferno 
 
    Revelation 
 
    and The Official Gryphon Series Coloring Book 
 
      
 
    The Legends Saga 
 
    Crane 
 
    Raven 
 
    Steam 
 
      
 
    Reel Romance 
 
    Adapted for Film 
 
    Turn Tables 
 
      
 
    The Unfortunate Soul Chronicles 
 
    Rise of the Sea Witch 
 
    Entombed in Glass 
 
    Coming Soon: Pursuing Madness  
 
      
 
    TS901 Chronicles (co-written with Tish Thawer) 
 
    TS901: Anomaly 
 
    TS901: Dominion 
 
      
 
    The Veiled Series  
 
    Veiled 
 
    Vlad 
 
    Coming Soon: Vendetta 
 
      
 
    Archive of the Fives  
 
    Apocalypse Five 
 
    Coming Soon: Rogue Five  
 
      
 
    The Journals of Octavia Hollows  
 
    Prequel-How the Dead Lie (A Havenwood Falls Novella) 
 
    Wake the Dead 
 
    Caught Dead 
 
    Drop Dead Gorgeous  
 
    Dead Ringer 
 
    Dead as a Doornail 
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