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​I do not run. 

I hurried down the sidewalk, my worn loafers scuffing and baggy clothes flapping as I approached a speed just shy of running. The dog loped along at my side. It was a cute thing, I guess. If you were into fluffy brown fur and didn't mind the lack of a heartbeat. Thank God there wasn't any visible blood. 

"You’d better put that dog on a leash, young lady!" a warbly voice called out as I dashed by. I pushed my chin-length, frizzy red hair out of my eyes and glanced to the side to see old Mrs. Knob shaking her cane at me. Nothing new there. At least she was mad about the dog this time, and not my disappointing lack of feminine achievement in the areas of looks, marriage, or popping out babies. I’d heard those lectures enough in the first twenty-some years of my life. I broke into a jog. What was my life coming to?

No, the damned dog didn't have a leash. If it had a leash, it would still be alive, for fuck's sake. 

I glanced left to right and hurried across an intersection and out of the quaint town full of nosey-assed neighbors. The dog trotted along beside me, not looking left or right. Not doing much of anything other than what I had commanded it to do, which was hurry. I probably should make it wag its tail or something nauseatingly adorable like that, but I didn't want to waste the energy. Something as big as a dog—even if it was only a half-grown dog—was taxing. We just had to make it out of town and away from prying eyes so I could get rid of it. 

The cutesy brick buildings and kitschy shops of Hellsfork, Michigan dwindled, and we took the gravel rails-to-trails path that led out into the country, away from people. I mean, unless you count hikers and mountain bikers. Which I don't. People who exercise for fun and not because they are running from rotting zombies or natural disasters just shouldn't count as human. 

I slowed as we came under the dappled shade of the wooded path. Glancing around, I made sure no one was going to see anything they couldn't unsee. Less screaming that way. Then I let out a breath, releasing the death grip I had on my connection to the dog. 

The half-grown puppy collapsed, once more an inert bundle of fur. I took a minute to catch my breath and let things...equalize inside. Then I huffed out a sigh and bent to scoop up the dead dog, cradling it against my baggy t-shirt. 

As if it wasn't bad enough being a damned freak of nature, now I'd developed some sort of defect in which I fucking cared about people. So...maybe I was still a little bit pissed off. What kind of parent lets their tiny clone walk a puppy in the middle of town without a leash? Seriously? If my waste of space genetic donors had thought to get me a pet when I was a kid, even they would have had brains enough to include a leash. Probably. Maybe.

I cradled the corpse in my arms and waded off into the underbrush, just a grown woman dressed like an old man, taking her dead dog for a ramble in the briers. No biggie. 

I could still see the little girl's smile, those big blue eyes. Then her dog took off, chasing some scent carried along on the unseasonably warm fall breeze. She didn't see her puppy get smucked by a car, because she hadn't caught up yet, thank the Powers That Be. And some damned thing inside me insisted maybe the little girl would be less traumatized if she thought scruffy here just ran away, rather than realizing he'd run under a car. 

I don't know what I was thinking. I just acted. That was always the problem with me—at least according to everyone who ever knew me. I saw something that caught my interest or needed doing, and I did it. Even if the thing that needed doing seemed gross and weird to normal people.

I stepped over a fallen log and glanced behind me. Good. I couldn't see the trail from here. I could leave the dog and nature would take its course. The little girl would be sad her dog was missing, but if she was anything like my younger siblings, I would guess she'd be less sad than if she knew it was dead. If she even knew what "dead" was at that age.

I'd known at that age, but I was far from normal. 

I bent to set the dog down and heard a noise. Lifting my gaze, I found a couple of teenaged guys in hiking clothes staring at me. 

"Dude," one of them breathed, his eyes wide. "What are you doing? Is that a...dead puppy?"

I lowered the dog's body onto the leaf-strewn ground. Damn it. It had to be these assholes. They were cookie-cutter images of the kind of idiots who tormented me when I was a kid. Even though I was pushing thirty now, somehow they still got to me. 

Straightening, I turned and walked away. 

"Hey!" one of them called. "Vespa! Don't leave your dead dog in the woods. Gross."

The other one piped up. "The old witch that lives outside of town? For real? Was that her name? Vespa?"

My name wasn't Vespa.

"Who the fuck cares?" the other one replied. "This is weird, even for that freak." He lifted his voice. "Hey! Get back here, you sicko. Did you kill this thing? I'll call the cops!"

I kept walking. 

Back in high school and college, I might have cared. But name-calling really had no effect on me now. I was a grown-assed adult, for fuck's sake. I didn't need anyone else to tell me what I already knew. 

Rolling my eyes, I flicked my fingers, sending a pulse of energy through my connection to the dog. The limp body twitched, and the guys scrambled away. One of them screamed like a girl. 

I kept walking. 

Freak. Weirdo. Creep. Demon-spawn. I'd heard it all before. Playing with dead things got a kid all kinds of names. And I hadn't always been able to exactly control my shitty powers.

I made my way back to the gravel path and looped around, back toward town. I had been about to pay for a glorious stack of books when I looked out the bookstore window and saw the puppy get pancaked. I ran out without my stuff. And fuck if I was leaving precious books behind just because I was stupid enough to play hero for some little girl I didn't even know. 

The bell above the door chimed as I entered my favorite hunting ground. The musty smell of paperbacks assaulted me in the best way. Smiling to myself, I made my way through the maze of over-crowded shelves to the counter to see if my books were still there. It had taken me all morning to find the treasures I'd pulled out—horticulture, old horror novels, occult history. Hopefully they hadn't been re-shelved. 

"You find the owner of that dog?" the guy behind the counter asked, his bushy gray eyebrows raised. 

For fuck's sake. Couldn't anyone mind their own business around here? "Nah," I said as I scanned the stack of books still sitting on one end of the counter. "It ran off before I could catch it."

The shop owner huffed as I placed my books in front of him. Nothing seemed to be missing, and I wanted to get home and start reading. As usual, coming in to town had been a really bad decision. 

"I can't believe that dog just bounced off that fender and got up and trotted away," the elderly man was rambling. "Aren't animals funny?" He launched into a story about how he'd hit a deer once and it had nearly totaled his car, but the deer walked away. 

Like I fucking cared. 

I was starting to get a headache from all the dog walking I’d done.

I handed him my money before he gave me a total. He didn't even slow down, just launched into a story about how one time he saw a cat fall out of a building and not get injured. 

Amazing. What was wrong with people, that they would just keep blathering on like that? 

I took my change and waited for him to bag up my books. Good thing I didn't plan on chit-chatting back, because I couldn't have gotten a word in edgewise if I wanted to. Where was the guy's sour, lemon-faced, wife when I needed her? My sheer existence seemed to be an affront to her. She never chatted, just took my money and let me get the fuck out as quickly as possible. 

"Animals are amazing that way," a soft voice cut across the stupid chatter. Oh great. Another one. I glanced behind me to find myself looking at the strangest thing I'd seen in this town in a long time. And that's saying something, since this is me we're talking about. 

I think I was looking at a guy? Maybe? Or not. Bright purple eyes gazed up at me from a pale, sharp-featured face framed by long black hair with cobalt blue streaks. Their eye color was startling and unnatural.  Had to be colored contacts. The person was dressed in a soft, clingy gray t-shirt and a...kilt? It looked too structured to be called a skirt, and it was plaid so, probably a kilt. Leggings, boots. I glanced at their face again as they spoke, surprised when this pretty...thing winked at me. "Speaking of animals," they said, shouldering me aside in an obvious attempt to get the shopkeeper to move it along. "Do you have that book on spirit animals? I called about it earlier?" They tapped black-painted nails on the counter impatiently.

The shopkeeper blinked, losing his train of thought when faced with the strange vision before him. The constant chatter train fell off the rails, thank fuck. The elderly shopkeeper would be gossiping a mile a minute the second the pretty—boy?—left the shop, but I wouldn't be there to witness it. I snatched up my bag of books and turned to leave. Thank the Powers That Be for my fellow freaks. 

I left the bookstore and headed across town to get a coffee. Might as well enjoy whatever I could while I was here. I was not coming back into town anytime soon, if I could help it. 

After enduring the hippie crowd at the coffee shop, I headed home, guiltily holding a steaming cup of pumpkin latte in my hand. Summer was ending, and with the crisp scent of fall, came the annoyingly cliché, but delicious, pumpkin spice craze. It was the one time my tastes overlapped with popular opinion. Fall was my favorite time of year. The only time I felt normal...ish.

I cut across an alley behind the bookstore, my mind on all the things I loved about fall—crisp leaves, pumpkins, Halloween decorations. I was almost out of the alley when someone stepped in front of me. I refocused on the present moment, taking in the thick build and gruff looks of the thug blocking the end of the alley. For fuck's sake. I shook my shaggy red hair out of my eyes and prepared for my day to get even worse.

Someone grabbed my arm from behind and I spun, sloshing hot soymilk and allspice onto myself and my attacker. I froze when I met a pair of too-purple eyes. "Let's go back," the person from the bookstore said, pulling me back the way I'd come. 

I moved automatically. It was a nice gesture, them thinking of my safety. But I wasn't really surprised when another thug appeared at the other end of the alley, blocking our escape. He was joined by two more. 

I dropped my bag of books and took a sip of my latte. So good. Too bad I had to waste the damn thing. I chucked the cup at the thug approaching us, hitting him in the chest and sloshing scalding sugar-milk into his face. He cussed and wiped his eyes while his companions closed in. "Get back," I told the pretty...guy? I pushed him behind me, but he slipped under my arm, staying at my side. 

"Did you just...use a pumpkin latte as a weapon?" he whispered in awe, not moving. 

Fine. Whatever. Don't listen to me.

I dodged when one of the thugs grabbed for me. Spinning, I landed an uppercut to his chin, rocking him back. They really needed to start sending better quality thugs after me. This was getting old. 

The guy growled and lunged again. This time, I had enough space between us to kick him in the gut, sending him stumbling back to slam against the wall behind him. I elbowed another thug in the solar plexus, then in the throat, kicking him in the head when he went to his knees. I knocked another one unconscious, then fell into a crouch, hands up and ready as the first guy got back to his feet and bellowed. 

"You stupid bitch!" he growled. He lost his temper and rushed me like a bull. He hit me in the chest, knocking the air out of me and slamming me back into the brick wall of the building behind me. My head connected with the brick and the world spun for a minute. 

Shaking off the vertigo, I launched myself at him. Martial arts training would only take me so far. The rest was pure rage. I was so fucking sick of this shit. I tripped my attacker up and we both fell, grappling. We rolled into a dumpster and I slammed his head into it with a clang. I scrambled off him and stood. He shook off his confusion and sprang to his feet, pulling a knife.

"They said you had to be alive, bitch," he spat. "They didn't say you couldn't bleed." Then he stepped toward me, planted his foot in something slippery, pitched backward and slammed his head into the ground with a sickening thud. He didn't get back up. 

My life was just a hoot. Like a damned 70's cartoon. But without the goofy dog or the weed.

I glanced around to find the pretty black-haired man holding one of the thugs by the throat. The bigger guy was turning blue. I watched in fascination as the thug passed out and the slight, pretty guy released him, letting him crumple to the ground. Okay. Not judging books by their covers and all that shit. I'm sure seeing some gangly chick who dressed like someone's dead grandpa kick ass was just as weird to him as what I was seeing. 

My heart pounded against my ribcage as adrenaline faded and I realized what I'd done. Fuck. I stared down at the guy by my feet. The rest of them were unconscious. But this guy.... I reached out for him with my mind. Yep. Dead as a doornail, his body nothing more than organic material and bacteria. 

I might play with dead animals, but I'd never actually killed anyone before. 

My weird companion paced over and knelt by the thug. The little guy lifted wide purple eyes to mine. "I'm sorry you got caught up in this," he said in a soft, husky voice. "But we can't just leave a body here. We need to get rid of it. Somehow." Those pretty eyes darted around, brow furrowed as he furiously tried to figure out how to do that. 

I shook my head. "I don't know what you're talking about. These idiots were after me, not you. It happens."

I might sound calm, but inside I was freaking out. I killed someone! I mean, yeah, they were trying to kidnap me, but still. Dead. And if the cops came and found this guy? Would my DNA be all over? I hadn't meant to kill him. It was...an accident. My rushing mind latched on to the only thing I could think of. 

Sure, I'd never done this with a human before. But how hard could it be? It wasn't a conscious decision, really. The connection was there, waiting for me to complete the circuit. And in my panic, I just...did. 

The dead guy sat up, motions jerky as I got used to controlling a human-shaped body. I made him stand, then followed behind him as I directed him out of the alley. The pretty guy behind me scrambled to his feet and watched with wide eyes. "Necromancer," he breathed. 

I didn't have time to think about what it meant that he'd seen me animate a corpse. I had to get this dead guy out of here. If the pretty guy decided to tell the police about it, fine, let him. It wasn't like they were going to believe him. 

I marched the dead guy out across the sidewalk and right into the path of a delivery truck. Then I severed the connection. Squealing tires. A thud. Problem solved. 

Now it looked like the head injury that killed him was from a traffic accident. 

I wiped my sweaty, shaking hands on my tweed pants and let out a breath that sounded a lot like a sob. Not the time to cry, I reminded myself. No, we'd do that later. Alone in the dark.

"What the hell?" an angry voice hissed from behind me. 

I glanced back to see the pretty guy watching me. His shirt was torn, exposing a good portion of his chest, so I could see now that he was plainly a "he," no matter how beautiful he was. He brushed his disheveled hair back from his face and glared up at me. "How could you?"

I shrugged and moved away from the alley. "Less questions that way."

He huffed, walking faster to keep up with me, tossing a sad glance over his shoulder. "That's not what I meant! Don't you have any morals? His fucking ghost is traumatized now!"

I spun back to him. Ghost? I glanced around. There was nothing there. I'd never seen ghosts. And I'd seen a lot of dead things. Angry purple eyes bored into me in accusation. 

"Don't be stupid," I said as I turned and resumed walking. "What else was I supposed to do? Those fuckers started it." I crossed the street, relieved when the weird little guy didn't follow me. 

He threw up his hands in disgust and stormed off in the other direction. Good. 

Necromancer, he'd called me. I'd never met someone who knew what I was. I glanced back over my shoulder, but the guy was gone, lost among the milling crowd that had gathered at the scene of the "accident."

I heaved a sigh and headed toward home. I should be okay for now. My would-be kidnappers never attacked me twice in a row. I supposed they needed time to hire new thugs. 

But how did Purple Eyes know I was a necromancer? 
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​The walk back to my house seemed longer than usual. Animating corpses took a lot out of a girl. 

I was still shaky, and I felt sick to my stomach. I had killed someone. Then I threw his corpse into traffic and walked away like it was nothing.

I stopped by my overgrown front gate to puke up what little latte I'd managed to drink before the shit hit the fan. 

Then I straightened, wiped my face with the hem of my t-shirt and continued on. Same shit, different day. Besides, a necromancer didn't get to feel bad about death. 

Right? 

I stopped and stared up at my old, shabby Victorian farmhouse. It had been half-renovated when it was repossessed by the bank. I got it dirt cheap because it needed so much work. But I had nowhere near the amount of money needed to fix it up. Didn't matter to me. It was outside of town, away from people, and it had working water and electricity. Good enough for me. 

The place had a ramshackle, creepy cottage feel that I encouraged with lots of wildflowers and out of control vines. It suited me just fine. If everyone accused me of being a scary old witch, I might as well put some effort into the appearance. At least it kept people away. 

Even if going on thirty was a little young for an "old witch." 

I shuffled down the weed-filled flagstone path and up the creaky wooden steps to the crumbling front porch, pausing to fumble the key into the lock with trembling hands. I killed someone. I killed someone and I barely felt sorry for it. I really was a monster, wasn't I? My mom had always said so.

The icing on the whole shit cake was, I didn't even know why the kidnappers attacked me every once in a while. I mean, I could guess, but I didn't know for sure. My best guess was someone had found out what I could do and wanted to dissect me or use my powers in some way. The specifics didn't really matter. All I knew was I had no intention of going along with whatever plans the person sending the thugs might have. 

They'd first started trying to snatch me when I was a teenager, not long after the last time I was sick enough to seek medical attention. I always wondered if that little stay in the hospital, with its blood tests and scans, was what made someone decide to start trying to snatch me. My mom hadn't given a fuck. She probably hoped the creeps would be successful and she'd have one less mouth to feed.
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