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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Bump bump.

	Danae jumped. Her aunt gasped. Everyone looked at the door.

	Silence.

	Danae shakily got to her feet and went to the window next to the front door. She pulled the curtain aside and looked out onto the street.

	She saw no one.

	“False alarm,” she said with a shaky laugh.

	Her family gave sighs of relief. 

	“It must have been the wind banging a shutter,” Danae’s father said.

	It was Hallow’s Eve, and the whole family was assembled in the parlor. Waiting for—hoping against—a knock at the door. 

	Every Hallow’s Eve, the lich visited every city and village in the area. Holding aloft his lamp, the undead creature walked the streets gathering the souls of all those who had died during the year. And every year, he knocked on the door of a single house. And called out someone’s name.

	Not the name of the dead, but of someone still living. Always someone beautiful and young and full of life. And he would lead this person into the forest. They would return the next morning, looking haunted. But the lich wouldn’t be seen again until next Halloween.

	The chosen didn’t speak much of what happened in the forest on Halloween. Everyone knew that the purpose of the rite was to send the souls of the dead to the underworld. But the exact details of how that was done were scarce. There were rumors, whispers, that it was something sexual in nature. Something carnal.

	Danae returned to her seat. She smoothed her cream and merlot chintz skirt, nervously fussed with the lace fichu tucked into her bodice. The lich had never come to her family’s house before, and as she looked around at her family, she knew it was very unlikely he would come this year, as well. There were her parents, her aunt; her grandparents seated in the softest chairs next to the fireplace. All were too old to be of interest to the lich. And at thirty-one, Danae didn’t expect she was the undead psychopomp’s first choice either. 

	Besides, she wasn’t beautiful or charismatic enough to catch his attention. There weren’t exactly suitors lining up to court Danae. She used to think she looked just fine, with her shiny brown hair and green eyes, her plump and generous curves. But she hadn’t felt pretty in over a year, not since she’d been jilted by her then-fiancé. 

	Not even a lich could want her.

	Still, they held this vigil as they did every year. On the table was memorabilia of their beloved dead, a locket that had belonged to a great-grandmother, a glass of her great-uncle’s favorite whiskey, a lock of hair from a cousin who died as a child. No one in Danae’s family had died this year, thank the gods. Still, they shared fond memories of their deceased loved ones, ones who had been ushered to the underworld by the lich in decades past.
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