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        Their greatest wish might be too good to be true.

      

        

      
        Samantha and Kathy are surprised to discover their mother, Marie, at their front door one morning. Especially since their mother died fifteen years ago.

      

        

      
        But the reunion is bittersweet. Not only is Marie evading questions about how she was suddenly raised from the dead, but innocent, healthy, young people are dying left and right the longer that Marie is in town.

      

        

      
        Fearing the worst, the sisters try to simply enjoy the time with their mother. But Marie has a secret. One that could put the whole family at risk.

      

        

      
        Necromancer is the eleventh book in the Coven series, which is part of the Art of Magic universe, containing the Lost By Magic and the Under the Moon series.
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          - BEFORE -

        

      

    

    
      Marie felt a chill hit her skin immediately. She rolled onto her back, groaning with the effort. Her hands traced over her arms, checking to make sure they were still intact. The flames that she had been consumed in only moments before had been torture, but they apparently left no physical scars on her body.

      Her eyes cracked open and what she saw made whatever relief she had felt melt into dread.

      Standing over her, Credan Graeme smiled.

      “Hello, darling.” He extended his hand to her. “You’re free, yet again.”

      Marie ignored his hand and pushed herself to her feet. She wobbled slightly, but kept her eyes locked on Credan the whole time. She didn’t want to accept his help for anything.

      The look of distaste she offered him did nothing to deter him. He stepped toward her and attempted to take her into his arms.

      She swatted him away and took a step backward. “What do you want this time?”

      The rejection seemed to amuse him. “I love your feisty spirit, dear.”

      Marie stepped around him and turned her back to him. “Why won’t you just leave me alone?”

      “Because we’re in love,” he said plainly. “You just haven’t realized it yet.”

      Her mind immediately filled with thoughts of her husband, Frankie, and the wonderful—albeit short—marriage they had had. “I could never love you.”

      That seemed to irritate him. He let out a groan—almost a growl—and said in a very controlled tone, “Sweetheart. With what you’re up against, you’re just mourning the life you had.”

      She whirled around on him. “I can mourn the life I had, and be sure that I don’t love you.”

      Credan ground his teeth. “Is this the thanks I get for saving you from eternal damnation? You should be grateful.”

      “I didn’t ask to be plucked out of the billions of other souls trapped in hell.”

      He shook his head. “I disagree. Your spirit stuck out to me, among all of the other souls. After twenty years, you’re still so full of life. That tells me two things: one, that you truly don’t belong here.”

      Marie studied him. He had her hooked. “And the other?”

      “That you have great power.”

      She scoffed. “Of course. Power. That’s all you people are after. That’s the only reason you’re doing any of this. If it’s my power you’re after, why don’t you just obliterate my spirit and take it from me? Why do you need to keep dragging me out of hell, only to shove me back in until you’re ready for me again?”

      Credan’s face softened and he took a step toward her. “Sweetheart, I do it because I love you.” He tried to reach for her again, but she swatted his arms away. This time, he only looked disappointed. “Your soul is what drew my attention. Your shine. There’s something special about you. That’s why, from the moment I pulled you out of the sea of tortured souls, I fell in love with yours.”

      She shook her head and stepped away from him. “You don’t even know what love is.”

      “Yes, I do,” he insisted. “I’ve never felt this way about a soul before.”

      “That doesn’t mean that it’s love,” she said. “Are you even capable of love?”

      Again, he ground his teeth, making every effort to maintain his composure. “You know, I could return you to your loved ones.”

      Her head snapped back toward him, her eyebrows raised in attention.

      “Would that prove my love for you?”

      Marie remained skeptical, eyeing him with nervous anticipation.

      Credan began pacing the room, reveling in the fact that he had her hooked. “You have two daughters. They’re grown adults now. They’ve seemed to have done quite well for themselves, from what I can tell. One of them is even a mother herself.”

      “You better not hurt them,” Marie warned.

      Credan laughed. “Oh, darling. You’re so cute to threaten me. The truth is, there is nothing that you can do that would hurt me. You’re just a soul. Without me, you’re just another sinner floating in the sea of despair, sentenced to an afterlife of endless torment.”

      Marie remembered the pain she had endured. The flames licking her skin. The tortured thoughts. The missed moments and memories with her family. Her absence in their lives was enough to send her into a tailspin.

      “Unless,” Credan went on, “you’re willing to help me. What do you say? Are you willing to assist me so that the two of us can be together in life? Or would you rather spend the rest of eternity burning in the flames of hell? The choice is yours, sweetheart.”
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      Samantha reached over and wiped the drool from baby Josh’s face at the high chair. He wore a light blue bib that said, “Daddy’s best friend” on it.

      “I’m so happy for you, man,” Ryan said from beside his cousin.

      Steven beamed at his son, then looked back at Ryan. “Thanks. We’re happy you finally made it up here for a visit.”

      Ryan turned back to his dinner. Chicken Parmesan, which Samantha had spent the last hour cooking. “Yeah, the last year or so has been insanely busy, but I finally got my boat up and running.”

      “Do you live on the coast?” Samantha asked.

      Ryan nodded as he chewed his food. He swallowed, then said, “Yeah, just outside of Wilmington. A place called Wrightsville Beach. It’s pretty quiet this time of year, outside of the few spring break weeks. But in the summers it really blows up. Can’t beat the views, though. And it’s the best place for my boat.”

      Ryan lived in North Carolina, where he had moved with his family when he and Steven were fourteen. Before that, the two of them had been inseparable, due to their close age and the fact that they both didn’t have any siblings. Their uncanny resemblance to one another left many assuming that the two were brothers. Possibly even twins.

      “Erie is a waterfront city,” Steven said.

      Samantha scoffed. “It’s not exactly oceanfront, though.”

      Ryan nodded. “Erie seems nice, though.”

      “It is,” she conceded. “I love it here, but it’s nothing like North Carolina.” She looked over at her husband. “Maybe for one of our anniversaries we can go somewhere coastal like Wrightsville Beach.”

      Steven shrugged and dug into his food. “Yeah, maybe.”

      Their first anniversary had passed without much fanfare from the two of them, thanks in large part to Josh’s arrival the month before. At the time, the doctor hadn’t given Samantha the go-ahead to return to the bedroom with her husband, and now that they had missed their anniversary and Valentine’s Day, part of their romance had fizzled a bit. They were still trying to figure out how to be parents in addition to husband and wife.

      “I hope you don’t mind the spare bedroom,” Samantha said. “It’s pretty sparse, since my sister moved out. She needed to take the bed and the dresser and everything. When you said you were coming, we got a daybed to put in there, so I hope it’s comfortable.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” he said. “The room seems very nice.”

      “Hey, did you—” Steven started, but stopped when they heard a very distinct sound emanating from Josh, followed by a smell that made the three adults cover their noses.

      Samantha laughed and looked to her son. “Feel better, Josh?”

      Steven swatted at the air in front of his nose. “Woo, that’s ripe!”

      Samantha was already standing, pulling Josh out of the high chair. “Come here, baby. Let’s get you cleaned up. You’re probably getting ready for your bottle, too.”

      She carried him into the living room, where they had set up a changing table. There was another one in his bedroom, but this way they didn’t have to keep running up and down the stairs whenever Josh needed changing.

      As she cleaned up her son, she heard Steven ask Ryan, “Hey, do you want a beer?” A minute later, she heard two cans cracking open, and the furniture creaking as Steven made himself comfortable at the dining room table.

      With Josh all clean, she rested him against her shoulder and shushed him as he started whimpering. She patted his back as she bypassed the two men in the dining room and went straight for the kitchen to grab a pre-made bottle from the fridge.

      Carrying it back to her seat at the table, she propped Josh in the crook of her arm and fed him the bottle, which he sucked down hungrily. A small stream of formula dribbled from his mouth and down his cheek, which Samantha wiped up with the burp cloth.

      “You’re a complete natural,” Ryan admired from across the table.

      Samantha smiled. “Thanks. It doesn’t take long to pick this stuff up, even though I still feel like I’m making things up as I go along.”

      Steven smiled. “She’s a fantastic mother.”

      The compliment both surprised and touched Samantha, who couldn’t find a better response other than to return the smile.

      “What about you?” Steven asked Ryan. “Got a girlfriend or anything?”

      “No, I’ve been too busy,” he said. “Honestly, I’ve been working overtime, fixing up other people’s boats so that I can pay for the repairs on mine. The only way I could even afford a boat in the first place was to get one that needed work. Took me well over a year to get it operational. When I get back, I plan on taking it on a two-week trip down the coast.”

      “That sounds nice,” Samantha said. “Your boss lets you take that much time off? I mean, you’re here for a week, and then you’ll be gone for another two?”

      Samantha, herself, was at the end of her maternity leave. Ryan’s visit was almost a little ill-timed, being that she was set to go back to work on Monday. She felt better that Steven had the following week off, so he could take care of Josh and she would only be a phone call away if something happened. Still, the idea of going back to work—and being away from her baby—was one that filled her with dread.

      “I’m more freelance,” he said. “I’ve been saving up for a while for this. I’m not really a nine-to-five kind of guy, so this actually works better for me.”

      Samantha laughed. “You sound like my sister.” As she raised Josh back to her shoulder to burp him, she felt him spit up all over. Moments later, she felt the regurgitated milk soak into her shirt.

      Steven made a face. “Ugh, the smell!”

      Sighing, she rose to her feet again. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Do you need any help?” Ryan offered.

      “No, it’s fine.” She disappeared through the kitchen and into the back room, where the washer and dryer were. Setting Josh on a towel on the floor, she carefully stripped off his onesie and threw it in the washer. Then she pulled off her shirt and did the same, before reaching for another one.

      Just as she was redressing, Kathy came in through the back door with a laundry basket propped on her hip.

      “Oh, hi! What are you doing down there?” She leaned over and made a face at Josh.

      Samantha picked him up and propped him on her hip. “He just spit up the bottle I gave him.”

      “Are you getting sick?” Kathy made a face at her nephew and tickled his belly, which he giggled at.

      “No, just spit up. That’s what babies do sometimes. Meanwhile, Steven just sat there and gagged. Glad he was helpful.”

      Kathy set her basket on the dryer. “Isn’t his cousin visiting? Steven deserves a break too.”

      “He hasn’t been the one taking care of Josh twenty-four-seven for the last four months.”

      “That’s not exactly fair,” Kathy countered. “He helps. But he can’t take maternity leave like you. Besides, he has next week off, so he’ll get a taste of what you’ve been dealing with.”

      “I suppose.” Samantha handed Josh to her sister and then applied the soap to the washer before starting it. “I just wish I would get a little help when he got home, you know?”

      “Is this still about the sex thing?”

      Samantha turned away, regretting telling her sister about the intimate details of her marriage.

      “Honey, you guys will figure it out. And you’ll figure out the parenting thing too. It’ll just take time.” Kathy bounced Josh and made faces at him, smiling even more when he giggled. “Do you want me to take him for a day? Maybe you and Steven could⁠—”

      Samantha put up her hands to stop her sister. “Ew, no. The last thing that will put me in the mood is having my sister babysit so my husband and I can have sex.”

      Kathy shrugged. “You’re the one that put it that way. What you two do when I have Josh is on you. I don’t need to know the details.”

      “Anyway,” Samantha said to change the subject. “It’s getting late. I should probably take Josh upstairs and give him a bath, then put him to bed.”

      Kathy smushed her face to Josh’s and kissed his cheek. “Okay, baby! I love you! I love you! I love you! Goodnight!”

      Samantha pried Josh away from her sister. “Let’s not suffocate the kid, Kathy.” Taking hold of Josh’s hand, she waved it toward Kathy. “Josh, can you say, ‘Goodnight, Aunt Kathy!’”

      “That still sounds so weird to me,” Kathy said. “Aunt Kathy.”

      “Well, that’s what you are now. Just like I’m Mom.”

      Kathy grinned. “Now that sounds weird.”

      “Just pile it on to all of the other changes.” Samantha started back into the house.

      “Hey, do you want me to say something to Steven? About helping out?”

      Samantha shook her head. “No. Not unless it comes up.” She paused, then turned back to her sister. “Or maybe just remind him that since I took the evening shift with Josh, he needs to take the overnight shift.”

      Kathy saluted. “Yes, ma’am!”

      The girls made their way to the dining room, which was now empty. Steven and Ryan’s voices carried in from the sunroom.

      Kathy walked in and greeted Steven, then extended her hand to Ryan. “Hi, I’m Kathy. Samantha’s sister.” When she laid her eyes on Ryan, she was immediately taken with him. He looked like Steven, sure, but there was a very clear difference. One that she found endearing.

      Ryan smiled at her and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you. Samantha and Steven have said a lot about you.”

      Kathy blushed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Oh my. Hopefully only good things.”

      “Let’s just say, I’m very pleased to meet you.”
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      “More coffee?” Kathy brought the pot over to the kitchen table and refilled Ryan’s mug.

      “Thank you,” Ryan said.

      “You’re welcome.” She smiled down at him.

      Steven extended his own mug and, as an afterthought, she refilled his as well.

      “You know, don’t you have your own apartment?” Steven asked.

      “I just stopped over to finish my laundry,” she said. “Besides, with my birthday tomorrow, I took the day off. Everyone else is working except for you guys, so I figured I’d spend my pre-birthday with my family.”

      Samantha was set to return to work on Monday after having nearly four months off for maternity leave. And Steven had taken time off for Ryan’s visit, so it was an unusual Friday morning at home.

      “Tomorrow’s your birthday?” Ryan asked.

      Kathy beamed. “Yup. I’ll be twenty-three.”

      “My birthday was a month ago to the day.”

      “How old?”

      “Twenty-five.”

      “Hmm,” Kathy murmured with a grin. “Not that much of an age difference.”

      Samantha stepped into the room with Josh on her hip. “Didn’t you move out?”

      “That’s what I told her!” Steven waved his coffee mug at her.

      “It’s my day off and I have laundry to finish.” Kathy took the seat next to Ryan and leaned toward him. “How long are you here for?”

      Samantha pulled a bottle out of the fridge. As soon as Josh saw it, he began puckering his lips and whining for it. In the time it took Samantha to cross the room and take her own seat at the table, Josh was nearly wailing, afraid that he wouldn’t get to drink his morning bottle.

      Steven covered his ears. “Josh! Stop it! I have a headache.”

      Samantha glared over at her husband. “He can’t help it. He’s hungry.” She put the bottle in her son’s mouth and the crying immediately stopped as he sucked down the formula.

      Steven leaned on the table, rubbing his forehead. “I haven’t drank that much since our wedding.”

      “Sorry,” Kathy said coyly. “I should’ve left after the first two drinks.”

      “How late were you here last night?” Samantha asked her sister.

      “I think I left about midnight.”

      “You were here that whole time? Doing what?”

      Kathy nodded toward Ryan. “Just…getting to know each other.”

      “All right.” Samantha stood and handed Josh over to Steven. “Take him. I need to talk to my sister in the other room. Oh, and don’t forget to burp him! Otherwise he’s going to spit up all over himself like he did last night.”

      Steven looked defeated, but he took his son anyway while the girls left the room.

      In the dining room, Samantha swatted at her sister’s arm. “What are you doing?”

      “Ow!” Kathy recoiled. “I was just talking!”

      “No, you’ve been flirting. With my husband’s cousin, who could easily pass as his twin.” Samantha made a face. “That’s just gross!”

      Kathy rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I suddenly have the hots for Steven, Sam. You can calm down.”

      “Then what is it? Last I knew you were on a dating-detox. It’s only been a couple months since the last guy you dated. What was that one’s name? Malcolm?”

      “Michael. That ended before it could really start, so that doesn’t even count,” Kathy said. “If you want to get technical, I haven’t been with someone since Jeremy, and those couple months have been lonely. I live alone, Sam. It’d be nice to have someone to talk to.”

      “You can talk to me.”

      “And talk about Josh? Or listen to you complain about Steven?”

      “I don’t complain about Steven…all the time.”

      Kathy nodded. “You kind of do, Sam. I get it, a new baby brings stress to a marriage, but you two are going to have to find a way to work it out. Go to counseling. Have a date night—get laid! Do something!”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It just…doesn’t leave a lot of room for you and me,” Kathy said. “I’m so happy for you and your family, but I’m your family too.”

      Samantha pulled Kathy in for a hug. “I know. And I’m sorry if you’ve been feeling neglected. I’ll try to include you more.” As they parted, Samantha added, “But I still don’t like this thing going on between you and Ryan. Like I said, he and Steven could be twins. I hope for your sake that looks is all they share.”

      Kathy raised her eyebrows. “You’re doing it again, Sam.”

      “Sorry. It’s just hard for me to not vent about him when it seems like I’m the only one doing the work around here. I mean, he never even got up for Josh’s one o’clock feeding because he was still down here getting drunk with Ryan!”

      “At least he wasn’t at the bar and racking up a bill.”

      Samantha shot her a look. “That’s not much better.”

      “Okay, drinking aside, Steven said he and his cousin used to be really close, right?”

      She nodded. “Almost like brothers, yeah.”

      “And what do you think you and I would be doing if we hadn’t seen each other in years? We’d be chatting and catching up into the late hours.”

      Samantha considered it, then let out a sigh. “I guess you’re right. But this has been happening before Ryan came to stay with us.”

      “So talk to your husband about it,” Kathy said. “Share your expectations of each other with each other and not with innocent third-parties.”

      “That’s some pretty wise advice for someone who can’t keep a boyfriend.”

      Kathy’s jaw dropped in surprise. “Hey, they can’t hold on to me. Not the other way around.”

      Samantha laughed.

      “Look, you don’t have to worry about me and Ryan,” Kathy went on. “I’m not trying to form a long-term relationship with him. He’s going back to North Carolina next week, so what’s the harm in having a little fun while he’s here? Give me a break from the loneliness.”

      “You know, if you’re lonely, you can always move back in here.”

      The younger sister laughed. “Sure. Steven would really go for that. Besides, there are some types of lonely that a sisterly chat just can’t cure.”

      Samantha made a face. “Ew.”

      Kathy laughed again and started back toward the kitchen. “It’s just fun. I promise! You should try it sometime!” She disappeared through the door, leaving Samantha alone in the dining room.

      The older sister was about to rejoin her family in the kitchen when she heard the doorbell ring. Samantha checked her watch and saw that it was just after eight. Still a little early for house calls, but not unheard of, either. She only hoped it wasn’t a door-to-door salesman or a Jehovah’s Witness.

      She crossed the foyer and opened the large oak door, and had to grip the door to steady herself when she saw who was on the other side. After a moment, she could only choke out one word:

      “Mom.”
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