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      To those who are scared right now.

      May this book bring you some measure of peace, and

      just know that you’re never alone.
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      “You bring him back to us!”

      The words echoed in Azure’s head over and over again. It wasn’t the words themselves that made them stick there, but the fire in Tony McMahon’s eyes as he said them, as he hunched over the body of the man he loved and demanded Rus bring Eric Marcelino back from the dead. Not just for himself but for Hunter as well. Azure understood it, perhaps better than she’d ever be able to express in words. After all, she would do the same were she in his shoes, clutching the body of Rus in her arms and demanding the universe bend to her will, give her just one more day with the woman she loved.

      Especially now that Rus was back in her life after so long. Azure would not give her up so easily. Even if it were a consequence of the job, as it was for a vampire hunter like Eric.

      “I know you don’t approve,” Rus said, dragging Azure out of her own head. She was on her tiptoes, trying to reach something on the top shelf at the back of their wardrobe. Her fingers scraped against the wood in the silence of their home—like nails on a chalkboard.

      “Hm?” Azure asked, her steps soft and careful on the dark-stained floorboards as she joined Rus in front of the oversized piece of furniture. Peering through the darkness, she found a worn duffle stuffed onto the back of the shelf, far out of reach of little hands. Maybe even out of sight and out of mind.

      “You don’t approve of what I’m about to do,” Rus repeated. Finally, her fingers caught on the long strap of the bag, and she was able to yank it from its hiding place down into waiting arms. It landed with a muted thump before Rus dropped into a squat to dig through it, pulling items from the dark recesses. A switchblade, looking as unceremonial as a kitchen knife. A few vials of dark, congealed blood that Rus uncorked, sniffed, and curled her nose up at. A notebook with pages falling from it. Some chalk pencils that were sharpened down to nubs.

      Azure had to shake herself and return her mind again to what Rus was saying instead of the capable, sure way Rus handled this kit of items Azure had never seen before. “I don’t believe I said that.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t have to, did you? It’s necromancy. I know how you feel about that, Az.” Rus exhaled a short breath, her shoulders hunching as if readying for a blow that would never land. “You don’t have to be there when we do this. I’d understand if you weren’t.”

      “I’m coming with you. You are not doing this alone.” Which seemed obvious to Azure. She couldn’t let Rus face this by herself. They were coven. They were a team. They would stare down the reaper together and bring their friends’ friend back. Azure may not know Eric at all, but she knew Hunter and Ava. They were coven, too, and anyone who meant enough to them to demand a necromancer bring him back must be the best kind of person. And even if he weren’t? Azure could hardly deny that she would do anything to mitigate the reminder of that pain in Tony’s eyes for fear she’d find it mirrored in her own one day.

      “Well, not alone, obviously. Ava and Hunter will be there. And Tony, I’m sure. I don’t think he’ll leave Eric alone for a⁠—”

      “Icarus,” Azure said her name on a sigh as she reached for Rus’s trembling hands. It took her a moment, but when Rus finally lifted her gray eyes to meet Azure’s, there was an uncertainty there that would not stand. “I was wrong, before, when I parroted the things the elders said about your magic,” Azure assured her softly. It was something she had wanted to say to Rus for months now but hadn’t yet found the opportunity. “There is nothing dark or evil about what you do. There is nothing wrong with giving life to those whose time has been cut short. Nothing wrong with helping the dead when so many of us ignore them. I understand you and what you do better now, and I would like to continue to learn more. I apologize if I ever made you feel otherwise.”

      Rus blinked, mouth falling open in a stunned silence that was so beautiful, Azure wanted to lean forward and taste it on her lips. She’d done that. She’d said something so deep, so wonderful—at least, she hoped that’s why Rus was shocked—that it had stilled Rus’s tongue for perhaps the first time in her entire life.

      “Az, I—” Rus inhaled sharply, leaning in to where Azure lifted her hand to brush her thumb against Rus’s cheek like a cat seeking warmth. Ravishing and pliant. Azure could close the distance between them, swallow her whole. She could⁠—

      The back door creaked open, and Nando’s soft voice carried up the steps of 157 Mourning Moore. “Rus. Azure. We’ve got everything together.”

      “Shit.” Rus hissed. Then she spun to shove things back into the bag, and Azure noticed that her hands no longer trembled. “What time is it?”

      Azure checked her watch. “Quarter to three.”

      “We need to hurry. It’ll take time to set up the array and the sheeting and stuff.” With that, she pushed to her feet and slung the bag over her shoulder before heading for the door.

      “Do you need me to grab anything from the pantry downstairs?”

      There was a helpless feeling settling into Azure’s chest she didn’t care for. She didn’t know enough about what Rus was going to do to be of any real use. Her magic wasn’t geared toward this sort of thing. And even if she accepted Rus and all that she was, there was still a nagging discomfort that went along with the idea of dragging a soul back to the plane of the living. A feeling that she was sure would linger, perhaps for years, because it was so engrained in her from a lifetime of listening to the elders speak of mediums and necromancy as if it were taboo, forbidden, dirty. She knew better now, of course, but that gut reaction stuck with her.

      “No. I have everything I need in here.” Rus patted the bag hanging at her hip. Then she held her hand out to Azure, and Azure was helpless but to take it, to let Rus lead her down through their sleeping home, out to the quiet of the yard, and across the crisp grass toward the house next door—155 Mourning Moore, their coven house.

      When they arrived, someone had already covered the worn floorboards and the minimal furnishings they’d managed to move into the living room with plastic sheeting. Standing in the center of the big open front room, right next to the fireplace, was a calf. Azure didn’t want to think about how Ava and Vanessa had gotten the animal inside without being seen, nor where it’d come from at this time of night. Darcy—Rus’s crow familiar—sat on its shoulder, chittering softly and soothingly to the creature. Explaining to it why it was there, asking it if it would go willingly.

      “Does Darcy always do that?” Azure asked in a whisper, hoping not to draw the attention of the others in the room as they entered. Not that it mattered. The moment Rus stepped over the threshold, all eyes turned to them. Ava and Vanessa, where they huddled in one corner, Ava’s eyes red rimmed and puffy. Hunter and Tony, where they were crouched on the floor, unwilling to leave the still form of Eric for a single moment. Even the calf next to the hearth. All attention shifted.

      Rus shrugged. “The last time I sacrificed an animal to bring someone back, it was for Darcy.”

      Evasive as ever, but Azure would let it go, at least for now. Rus had once said that she’d only brought two beings back from the After that mattered: Darcy and Aihuan. But that didn’t for one second mean those were the only two times she’d performed this ritual. And considering the state of her kit for it…

      “You’re going to have to step away from him,” Rus said, dropping Azure’s hand and crossing the room to where Hunter and Tony cradled Eric’s lifeless body. Her hands lifted to brush their shoulders in a gesture that was likely meant to be comforting, but both men flinched away. “I’m sorry.”

      “Come on, sweetheart, let’s let the lady work,” Tony murmured. He settled Eric gently onto the floor and reached for Hunter instead, his hands shaking much the same as Rus’s had been not but a few minutes ago as he peeled Hunter’s fingers away from the material of Eric’s shirt. “Let’s let Ashthorne do her thing.”

      Hunter nodded but didn’t speak. There was a quiet to him unlike Azure had seen before. When he looked up at Tony, it was as if he weren’t really seeing at all. Grief had stolen so much from him, Azure hardly recognized the quick-witted, tattooed Black man who helped them overcome a soul jumper.

      “He’ll be back,” Rus promised with a conviction Azure admired. Icarus Ashthorne might be unsure about other things—about their relationship and her place in the world—but she knew her capability. She knew her magic. And she knew she could bring Eric Marcelino, vampire hunter, back from the dead. It was super sexy. Azure would have to address that later.

      Hunter nodded again and let Tony lead him to one of the plastic-covered couches pushed against the curtained windows.

      “Az, can you put up a security ward to make sure no one does any peeking?” Rus dropped down beside Eric. She pulled out a notebook and pen from the bag to hold out to Azure before getting everything she needed together while Azure turned to the windows without a word.

      The setup took much less time than Azure would have thought. Between Rus and Nando, they moved like a well-oiled machine, which again, made Azure wonder how frequently Rus had done this.

      Three intersecting protection circles were drawn in dry-erase marker around Eric, the calf, and Rus. Candles were lit around the room, and the house took the initiative to lower the lights. Rus settled into her circle, hands resting on her knees, Darcy on her shoulder, eyes closed. Green magic twisted around her, whispers growing louder and louder as Rus plunged herself into the After with only Darcy to tether her to this plane.

      Azure’s hands itched to reach for her, to pull her back from the brink. She knew what she’d have to do if Rus got lost in there, if she couldn’t find her way back. She’d done it before.

      It seemed like it was taking too long. Seconds ticking by into minutes.

      The shine of the pendant around Rus’s throat—the one Azure forged for her—would ensure Rus couldn’t get trapped there easily, not the way she was once in danger of doing. Things would struggle to cling to her. But would it be enough? It never seemed like enough. Nothing Azure could do would mitigate all the dangers of this kind of magic. But she also wouldn’t keep Rus from doing it. Not anymore. She wouldn’t push Rus away like that. Not again.

      It took several minutes. The only sounds were the soft breathing of the people around her and the calf shifting slightly against the plastic sheeting, before Rus finally came up for air. When she opened her eyes, they glowed the way a glow stick would, and a thin sheen of sweat glittered against her skin.

      “He’s here,” she said in a voice that echoed with those of the dead, her magic swirling more quickly around her. Not violent and volatile the way it did when it was ready to go on the offensive. But not slow and lazy either, as it did sometimes when Rus was just checking in with the spirits that surrounded them on the daily.

      Hunter lifted his head and looked around, like he could see the spirit of the deceased vampire hunter floating right there in the middle of the room. But there was nothing. Just the glow of candles and Rus’s magic glinting off the sharp edge of the athame as she rose and moved toward the calf.

      Darcy cawed softly, a question.

      The calf answered, bowing its head and lying down.

      Rus rested her hand on its shoulder, murmuring softly to it, her magic swirling around it, lazy and comforting. Lulling the creature into a state of twilight.

      A spell lingered in the air that Azure recognized. One of sleep, of rest. Something to send the creature into the After without the trauma usually associated with ritual sacrifices. A kindness that made Azure’s heart leap into her throat.

      Then in a movement so swift Azure couldn’t track it, Rus cut the main artery in the calf’s neck, and blood dripped steadily onto the plastic beneath it. Rus did something with the blood Azure couldn’t see over her shoulder, her finger swiping through the viscous liquid. It took a few moments, but once all breath stopped in the creature, she turned back to Eric.

      Blood dripped from Rus’s hands, her eyes glowing still, her magic making her hair float around her face. Azure’s breath caught in her throat. She’d never seen something so beautiful in her entire life. That was her Rus. Her partner. Her girlfriend. And one day, her wife. Azure wouldn’t rest until Rus agreed to that.

      With her clean hand, Rus tipped Eric’s chin, opening his mouth, then dripped some of the blood inside. The whispers hit a fever pitch, so loud the entire room covered their ears. And Azure might have been imagining it, but she would swear she saw a pale-blue wisp break off from Rus’s magic and settle onto Eric’s tongue just before Rus slammed his jaw closed and held it shut.

      Eric started struggling.

      Arms flailed, smacking Rus. Nearly knocked her hand away, but she held him firmly even as his breaths came in ragged sips. Even as tears streamed down to his temples.

      Hunter let out a soft squawk of upset and leapt forward as if to stop her, but Tony held him fast, and Azure took a step in between them, protecting Rus from whatever Hunter thought he might do to put an end to this.

      Sweat gathered in thick drops on Rus’s hairline. Her cheeks flushed. Her chest heaved in hard pants.

      The silent battle between Eric’s body, his spirit, and the necromancer forcing them back together went on for an agonizingly long time. Every second that ticked by, Rus looked paler and paler, her magic growing more violent around her, the whispers and the wind picking up. The candles guttered. The room grew so cold, Azure could see her breath. A shiver raked its fingers down her spine.

      And then everything stopped.

      The candles went out.

      Rus’s magic died away.

      Plastic no longer crinkled.

      Someone gasped. Eric, probably. The sound wet and guttural as he reached for the newly stitched wound on his throat, his movements just visible in the dim light coming through the curtains from the streetlights outside.

      “Where am I?” a man asked into the silence, a voice Azure didn’t recognize, so it could only be Eric. It was wreaked, and choked either by the wound he’d suffered, or by something else.

      “Take it easy,” Rus said gently as she helped him sit up. “Slow, shallow breaths. That’s it.”

      Azure snapped her fingers, and the candles relit, their flames rising so high and so bright, they were near blinding, her magic overreacting in her panic. But once she could see clearly again, she found Rus sitting next to Eric, both looking drawn and tired but upright, nonetheless.

      “Where am I?” Eric asked again, his voice raspy.

      Rus gave his hand a squeeze and met his gaze. There was something twisted and lost in Eric’s expression, something Azure didn’t think she was equipped to identify, much less understand, but Rus gave a subtle nod as if she did.

      “Oh,” Eric said. His eyes flicked to meet Hunter’s and Tony’s over Rus’s shoulder. The smile that lifted his mouth was slow, strained, but it was honest. “Can I get a hug?”

      “You’re home,” Tony whispered, a little disbelieving. Then, “You’re home!” He, Hunter, and Ava rushed from their respective corners to tackle Eric. To pull him in close. To check him over to make sure he was all right.

      Rus pushed herself out of the way, skidding across the plastic on her ass until she could press her back into Azure’s knees and look up at her with a tired, lopsided smile, blood smeared across her cheeks and in her hair. “Hey, Magpie, you ready to head home?”

      And Azure… Well. Her heart was in her throat, her cheeks on fire, her blood pumping so loud and so quick she could hear it. And she was so, so in love with Icarus Ashthorne. What else could she say but “Marry me?”
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      She couldn’t.

      She shouldn’t.

      But that didn’t change the fact at all that Rus wanted. She had spent a fair portion of her formative years imagining the moment when Azure Elwood would propose to her. Daydreaming about the family they would have and the life they would live. Even before they were anything more than best friends. Even before romance ever came into the equation. Rus always knew, for her, it was Az and Az only. Sure, there were years while she was away when she’d settled for something, someone, that she thought she deserved. But she knew better now. Knew that Kaytee was a mistake in so many more ways than one.

      And there Az was, looking all kissable and soft, smiling down at Rus and asking her the one question that had echoed through Rus’s brain since she was six fucking years old.

      Marry me?

      It was just as beautiful falling from Az’s lips as Rus always imagined it would be. And doubly as heartbreaking, because Rus knew she shouldn’t, couldn’t. Not until Az knew everything. Not until Rus had come completely clean about what saving Aihuan cost her. Laid her whole bloody, black heart on the table for Az to determine its worthiness, or lack thereof.

      “Really, Az? Now?” Rus joked, her tongue thick with all the things she couldn’t say. Not here where other people could hear, where other people could judge. “I’m covered in blood and half drunk on necrotic magic.”

      It wasn’t a lie. The metallic scent clung to the inside of her nose. Her skin was sticky with crimson. And she could hear herself slurring, her body listing heavily against Az, even as she tried to hold up her own weight. Her fingertips were tingling, feeling oddly disconnected from the rest of her body, just like the times she’d had too much schnapps when she was a teen.

      “And you just did something unbearably sexy,” Az countered, her lips twitching at the corners as if she was laughing at Rus. Which was fair, Rus supposed. She made a pathetic sight for an all-powerful necromancer.

      “Oh. She’s got jokes.” Rus snorted and rolled her eyes.

      “Who’s joking?” Az asked with a brow raised so high, it nearly disappeared into the plum-colored hair falling across her forehead. She didn’t sound like she was joking. She didn’t look like she was joking.

      Rus’s heart couldn’t take it. It lurched into her throat, and she swallowed around it with an audible gulp in her ears. Hopefully all the blood covered the flush that heated her cheeks to a blaze. It was always so easy to flirt with Az. The subtle push and pull of their relationship that wound up drawing them closer together, even when they were already so close, Rus could feel Az’s breath on her skin.

      Fuck.

      “We should get back,” Nando said, a note to his tone like he was sorry he had to break up whatever moment Rus and Az were sharing. Or maybe he was afraid to, given the glare Az leveled at him. “The girls will be getting up soon for school.”

      With a nod, Rus held her hands up to Az, begging for help to her feet. Az let out a soft scoff of fondness and pulled her up by her underarms the way someone might an errant toddler. Then when Rus’s legs wobbled and threatened to give out on her, Az didn’t let go. Goddess, she was amazing.

      “All right, home.” Rus leaned heavily on Az’s shoulder, letting Az take the majority of her weight with her shorter height. Then with a nudge, they moved as one so they could turn to look at the five others in the room, all huddled together the way a family would when someone returned home. “Do you think you can handle the cleanup?”

      Vanessa poked her head up and offered Rus a sly grin. Her eyes darted between Rus and Az knowingly. “I think we’ve got that covered. Do you mind if we stick around for a bit?”

      “Nah. Just make sure no one sees you guys disposing of everything. This house is under my name.” Well, hers and Az’s. The purchase for 155 Mourning Moore had only just finished going through. Rus wondered if Nesta—her real estate agent and dear friend—would ever figure out that the first act Rus and her coven had done inside their new coven house was bring someone’s boyfriend back from the dead. Probably better they didn’t. Not that Nesta would judge. It was simply better if they had plausible deniability.

      “I think we can manage that.” Vanessa nodded, speaking for the entire group. The others were whispering softly and brokenly to each other, holding each other close. Ava was sandwiched in between Tony and Hunter right along with Eric, glued to his side.

      “Nando,” Rus said, turning back to her best friend and partner in crime. “You’ll stick around and see that it’s done right?”

      “Of course.”

      “The rest of you, meet me back at 157 after I get the girls out the door. We’ve got to have a chat.” Rus chewed on her lower lip. The girls might ask where their uncle was this early in the morning, but that’d be okay. They could make up some story about the milk steamer breaking at Necromancer’s and him having to go in early.

      There was a collective nod, then everyone turned to their tasks.

      Another light nudge, and Rus and Az were headed for the door, out into the slowly lightening dawn of Moondale. Dew clung to the grass, mist hovered above the graves as they passed through, and the world was quiet. But for how much longer, Rus didn’t know. There was still so much they hadn’t solved, so much they hadn’t dealt with. The centennial was in a few days. The prophecy was still indecipherable. And they were no closer to understanding why Az had an ancestor—Mazarin Elwood—who’d been stricken from the Elwood family records. This and more weighed Rus down, adding to the sluggish exhaustion post-necromancy, and she was still stumbling by the time they reached 157 Mourning Moore. Home.

      “I’ll go get the girls up in a minute if you start making their breakfast,” Az volunteered, accurately assuming that Rus wouldn’t be able to take the stairs in her condition.

      “Meiling is trying to get herself up, remember?” Rus slumped into one of the dark-stained kitchen chairs and leaned back until she was blinking up at the ceiling. “Give her twenty minutes. If her alarm hasn’t roused her, then we’ll deal with it. I should be able to walk by then.”

      Az snorted and headed for the kettle. “I’m making you some tea.”

      Rus’s eyes followed her as she gnawed at the inside of her cheek. Az was acting like the proposal hadn’t even happened. Like it was just a normal part of life, and the fact that Rus had essentially said no didn’t bother her in the least. Should Rus be worried about that? Should she say something? Was she completely fucking this up? She didn’t know. There was no way to know. Az was a carefully sealed vault. Always had been.

      “Tea sounds spectacular.” Rus sighed and scrubbed at her crusty face, flaking away some of the dried blood onto the floor. “Tea and a bath.”

      “I’ll get you a washcloth to remove most of the blood. We wouldn’t want the girls to⁠—”

      “Magpie.” Rus tilted herself so she was sitting up again, fixing Az with a small smile. Az’s hands stilled where they were filling the kettle, heat rising in her cheeks at the term of endearment. And fuck it, Rus needed to at least start laying herself bare to this beautiful, wonderful, perfect woman. This woman who wanted to be her wife. She couldn’t do it all this morning—she didn’t have the strength—but she could start. “The girls won’t be worried about the blood. They’ve seen it before.”

      Az tinkered for a moment with the lid on the kettle, popping it off, shoving it back on, popping it off again. The sound was strange and echoing in the quiet of their kitchen as their home slept around them. “They have?”

      “They have.” Rus nodded. Although she wanted to drop her gaze and look away from the intensity of Az’s deep, dark eyes, she didn’t. It was important for Az to understand, to see how serious Rus was. And Rus needed to be able to gauge Az’s response to this, and to every other confession she might make in the coming days. “You said you wanted to marry me.”

      “I do.” Az said the words like they’d been locked up in her chest for her entire life. Like they’d sat on her tongue, blistering and too hot, the way a Hot Pocket straight out of the microwave would be.

      “Then there are a lot of things you need to know about me. About my time away from Moondale. I’m not—” Rus paused, sucked in a breath, and reminded herself that communication was good. It was important. That she wasn’t going to let herself and Az fall into the trap of not talking again. Even if it wound up hurting her. “I’m not the witch I was before I left. The Board of Magic didn’t like me then, but if they knew half the shit I got up to while I was away, they would have locked the wards against me, and I’d never have been able to come back home.”

      A slow inhale and exhale was Az’s first response, calm and measured. She didn’t drop her gaze, though, and Rus couldn’t read anything there that would lead her to believe Az was about to take her proposal back. About to set the kettle in the sink and walk out the front door without a backward glance. “I want to hear about it,” she said in a voice that was quiet but carried. “I want to know all of you.”

      “Okay.” Rus nodded. “Okay.”

      Somehow, she’d known that’s what Az would say. Hadn’t dared to hope but had known down in her bones that Az wouldn’t cast her aside. Not so easily. Not before she had all the facts. Maybe after she did, she’d light the torches herself that the board would use to burn down everything Rus loved. But not yet. Not before she heard what Rus had to say.

      It was a relief. It left Rus feeling small and vulnerable.

      She was so used to her past relationships, like Kaytee, where she’d lay things on the line like this and people would tread on them. Tell her she was being ridiculous. Ridicule her. Make fun of her. Shout their beliefs louder over the sounds of Rus’s protestations until Rus stopped protesting entirely because it was just easier. But Az wasn’t like that. Not anymore, at least. There had been a time where she would have chastised Rus for her actions, where she would have tried to urge Rus toward the “light” side of magic. Where she would uphold the board and their laws without a second thought.

      Eleven years—almost twelve at this point—was the distance between that girl and the woman who stood before Rus now. And Rus was… She was grateful they’d had that time apart. To grow. To learn. To become the people they were now. The ones who could look each other in the eye and be honest with each other even when they were afraid.

      “Aihuan and Darcy aren’t the only ones I brought back over the years.” This was the truth that hurt the least to say and the one that would have driven past-Az away the easiest. “There have been others.”

      Az chewed on this information for a moment, her jaw working in tandem with her thoughts. For a second Rus thought maybe she’d ask her how many, and Rus would have to be honest and say she wasn’t sure anymore. That sometimes she blocked the rituals out to the point where she didn’t even know if they’d been successful. But that there’d been enough of them that should the board find out, they might burn her at the stake á la Salem-witch-trials.

      But instead, she merely nodded. “You’ll tell me about the others?”

      “In my own time, if that’s all right. They weren’t always so peaceable as this one.” And sometimes someone else had to die to make them work. The logistics were something she wasn’t ready to discuss with Az. Not right now. “And I’m very tired.” She pouted a little for the sheer dramatics of it.

      Az rolled her eyes and returned to filling the kettle. With it full and on the burner, she turned back to Rus, her arms crossed over her chest, her jaw set. “I still want to marry you. And you never did answer me.”

      Rus blew out a breath, fond and annoyed all in one. Goddess, if there was one thing about Azure Elwood that hadn’t changed, it was her stubborn streak. “Don’t you want someone better than me?” she teased, although the words left her feeling raw, rubbing against her skin like sandpaper. “Someone who the Board of Magic won’t run out of town if they find out all of the shit they did.”

      “If they run you out of town, I’m coming with you,” Az said with an air of finality that Rus could hardly argue with.

      “Goddess.” Rus laughed, exasperated. “In all the best ways, you haven’t changed at all.”

      Az tilted her head, her lips twitching at the corners in a small, fond, secretive smile. “And in all the best ways, you have. You wouldn’t have talked to me about this before. You’d just have hidden it.”

      “Hidden is such a strong word.” Rus chuckled to herself. “I never hid what I did from you or the board.”

      “No. You hid what it cost you. You refused to show me your weakness and let me help.” It was an accusation as much as it was a statement, but it didn’t sting. Not the way the truth normally did.

      Still, Rus winced. It was too close to the things Rus didn’t want to say.

      “I’ll keep asking until you give me a definitive answer,” Az said. “You can feed me all the excuses you want. You can say it’s a Wednesday and you’ve never wanted to be proposed to on a Wednesday. You can tell me that I ought to look to one of the traditional witch families. Argue that I won’t want to be with someone who’s literally haunted. Any ridiculous notion that strikes, you can throw at me. Tell me all your insecurities. Tell me everything you’re worried about. Anything that stands in the way of us being together. I want to hear it all. But until you say the word no, I will keep asking you.”

      Rus blinked at her, wide eyed, shocked. Her jaw slack, her breath lodged in her throat. She’d known Az was stubborn. It was the thing she loved most about her. But… but she’d never thought Az would be this stubborn about her.

      “Have I made myself clear?”

      Goddess. What had Rus ever done to deserve this woman? Who had she been in her former life to warrant someone who wanted her so fiercely that she was willing to face down the barrel of rejection like this? She must have been a saint. She must have saved millions. She must have been the kind of person who was in history books. That was the only explanation for this.

      “Icarus. Have I made myself clear?”

      Rus nodded numbly. What else could she do? Because the truth was, as much as she rightly believed that Az deserved more, better, Rus was too fucking selfish to actually say no.

      “Good. Then, here goes a second attempt.” Az crossed the kitchen in what felt like a single step and tilted Rus’s chin back with careful fingers to look up at her. “Will you marry me?”

      Rus’s mouth was dry. Her eyes darted around Az’s face. Goddess above and below, Az was serious. She was so fucking serious. And Rus loved her so fucking much. But… but Az still didn’t know the whole of it. “Az, you don’t even have a ring!”

      Az smiled, blindingly beautiful and bright. “I can fix that.” Then she dipped down to kiss Rus, pressing their lips together with just the right amount of pressure, her teeth snagging on Rus’s lower lip as she pulled away. “I’m going to go get the girls up. Should we do eggs for breakfast?”

      “Eggs sound nice.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s only temporary,” Rus said as the group of them all crowded around the little kitchen table of 157 Mourning Moore. Eric sat in the middle of Hunter and Tony, with Ava’s chair pushed so close to Hunter’s that she was practically in his lap. Vanessa was beside her, though she was keeping a more respectable distance. Rus’s kitchen had never felt so cramped before, and she’d never been more thankful about the fact that her girls were morning people and thus didn’t require a lot of prompting to get them off to school. Az piddled around the kitchen, making tea, while Rus faced them with a tired kind of determination.

      “What do you mean temporary?” Tony snarled.

      “I mean, I bought you six months.” Rus scrubbed at her face, it still itched from the blood. She hated having to give this kind of news. It wasn’t fair, but it was the way of things. And it was better they know now than have their time run out on them.

      “I don’t understand.” Hunter’s voice was quiet, lost.

      “Necromancy is about balance,” Rus explained, her fingers threaded together on the table to keep her hands still. They were overwhelmed enough—no sense adding to it. “It’s hard to explain, but the easiest way to understand it is that it’s about possibility. People like to think of it as a life for a life, but that’s not really how it works. Every life has its own cosmic value. One isn’t better than the other, but—” She paused, sucking in a breath. “Think of it like stones in a stream. Some stones displace more water than others. Some take up more space than others. And some can divert the current entirely to erode the shore. In order to keep the stream flowing as close to the way it had been before to keep rip currents from forming, and damage from being caused, every life I bring back to the world, I have to remove another that’s almost exactly the same.”

      “So a cow wasn’t enough,” Tony grumbled.

      “No. A cow wasn’t enough.” Rus shook her head. “The only creature that would have been close to equal value was another Venator. And as there are so few of them, and I don’t think you really wanted us to go out and murder⁠—”

      “No,” Eric said.

      “Then what do we do?” Ava whispered. She hadn’t looked away from Eric this entire time, like she was afraid he’d disappear right before her eyes. They all were doing that. Rus wished she could give them better news.

      “You’re going to have to cheat death.” Rus’s mouth ticked up at one corner in a smirk.

      “How?” Hunter frowned, his brows knitted together.

      “Easiest method? Go find a vampire and have him turned. Given the nature of being a Venator, I’d suggest finding an old one. The older the better, in fact. Less likely your Venator blood will attack the virus and just wipe it out.” Rus reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. “I’ll put you in touch with Bat, she might be able to help you find someone.”

      “Okay,” Hunter and Tony said as one, nodding their understanding, grave determination lining their features.
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      Rus was still shaky two days later when the new moon rolled around. The date of the induction ceremony for Ava and Hunter, the newest members of her coven. Their tattoos were already drawn on their skin. Their pledges were already made to the Coven of the Forgotten. All that was left was to ask Moondale for her blessing. To bow at her feet and pray she approved of the decisions Az and Rus had made to expand their coven. That she didn’t reject Ava and Hunter because they called Ironport home, not Moondale.

      There was no way to tell for sure that she would. Moondale had always been fickle, and arguably Rus could have taken Hunter’s boyfriend being killed by a vampire as a sign that perhaps Moondale didn’t approve. But that happened in Ironport, and when she’d done the ritual to bring Eric back on Moondale land, Moondale hadn’t fought her on it. In fact, it was perhaps the easiest necrotic ritual she’d ever done. Sliding into the After and finding where Eric had settled had been like cutting through butter with a warm knife.

      It was unclear to her what his resting place had been like, but getting him back into his mortal shell was more of a struggle than she’d been prepared for. Almost like he didn’t want to return to the plane of the living. Like he didn’t want to go back into the body that had failed him. If it had been anyone else, she wouldn’t have forced it the way she did. If the dead wanted to stay dead, that was their business.

      But looking at Hunter now, where he stood across the clearing from her in black jeans, a black dress shirt, and a crimson velvet blazer that looked like it might be Eric’s—given the width of the shoulders—she could see that she’d made the right decision. Eric and Tony weren’t allowed to stay for the ceremony, but they both hovered around him, moons in orbit. Tony refused to leave Eric’s side while Eric futzed with a crimson pocket square in Hunter’s jacket.

      The look suited him. Black for his coven, for the people he would tie himself to in a magical sense. Red for the vampire hunters—the Venator—he’d given his heart to. Rus approved.

      Hunter shifted nervously, his brows drawn up, but he also looked relieved. His hands lifted but didn’t touch Eric. Like he was still not sure that he was real.

      “We need to begin soon,” Az said softly, her voice carrying across the clearing.

      She was in the same black velvet dress she’d worn to their last induction ceremony. Rus and Nando had reworn their own black velvet attire as well. Between them, Hunter, and Ava’s tea-length black velvet dress, they looked like a murder of five crows against the browning grass that surrounded the Heart of Moondale.

      Hunter dipped to press a kiss to Eric’s lips, his fingers brushing against his jaw, and Rus turned away to focus instead on ushering Aihuan and Meiling back to the edges of the clearing where they’d stood during the last ceremony. Indigo stood waiting for them, a soft smile on his face as he watched, like he couldn’t be prouder of his sister and her coven. Perhaps he couldn’t be. Perhaps he saw what Az had done for Rus and her family and thought it was the right thing. Rus would have to ask to know.

      “You really didn’t have to come,” Rus murmured to Carmine Elwood as she brushed past Indigo and followed her to the large moss-covered stone at the center of the clearing. The moss was purple now, thanks to the warmer weather and the shifting magic, but its colors would change as the season turned colder.

      Carmine still looked sickly after her close call with the soul jumper a few weeks ago, but she didn’t back down from Rus’s raised brow. “As if I’d let Azure’s coven proceed without my blessing.”

      “You already gave us your blessing when we had the first ceremony.” But even as Rus said it, warmth blossomed in her chest. It was good to know they had Carmine on their side. That even if Violet still wasn’t speaking to any of them, the Elwoods hadn’t disowned Az simply because she left their coven for Rus. It felt oddly like family in a way Rus had only known with Cagney and Phyre growing up.

      “I did,” Carmine agreed. Their clothing shushed softly against the grass as they approached the rest of the group, passing Eric and Tony on their way.

      “Thank you.” There was so much more that Rus wanted to say. She wanted to tell Carmine that Az had proposed to her. That someday soon they might officially be family. She wondered what Carmine would make of that. Whether she’d approve or not. She had to have known that Az planned to do it. Az wasn’t exactly subtle. But that didn’t change the fact that maybe she wouldn’t give her blessing for that particular change.

      Carmine tilted her head to look at Rus, her eyes narrowing to drink her in, to assess her, and find her… worthy? If the slight uptick of her mouth meant anything, then yes, worthy.

      Huh. Rus was worthy.

      She couldn’t remember the last time someone had done that. Looked her over as if to weigh her worth and not found her wanting.

      “Of course,” Carmine said, simple as that, then turned back to where they’d been headed and pulled her athame from a sheath at her side.

      The rest of Rus’s coven moved into a circle around the Heart of Moondale, the pale stone gleaming in the moonlight through the moss. Its magic felt different today than the last time she’d been there. There was a quiet to it that didn’t settle right with her. Like the eye of a storm. The lull between one set of events and another.

      It felt as if life had been near nonstop chaos since she’d returned to Moondale almost a year ago, the cooling October air reminded her. Witch hunters. Possessive—literally—exes. Soul jumpers. Rus didn’t think she wanted to know what the tiny town of Moondale had in store for her next, but as she lifted her head and looked at the group of witches that surrounded her—coven—she knew that she’d be all right. They would face down whatever this next threat was together.

      “Let us begin.” Carmine sliced into her hand, the blood leaving a red streak that glittered in the moonlight as she passed the blade to Az at her left before it was passed back to Rus at her right.

      The order of things was important, Rus knew that. To establish the connection with the Heart for the new members, they needed to ensure someone paved the way, and the easiest method to do that was by those who had been a part of this place for longer going first. Those with the deepest connection to the heart would open the path. Rus didn’t mention that she’d come up to the Heart by herself and asked questions of it without the permission of the board not but a few weeks ago.

      Once the blade had been passed between all of them, and the subtle drip, drip, drip of blood against stone echoed through the silence of the clearing, Carmine started the soft chant that would wake the Heart. Az, Rus, and Nando, who had done this already, joined her, followed by Hunter and Ava once they’d picked up on the rhythm and words.

      The stone glowed more brightly in the moonlight.

      The wind picked up around them, rustling through the slowly drying leaves.

      A chill slipped up Rus’s spine, tickling the back of her neck.

      That wasn’t good. She took a moment to breathe, then glanced to her left and right from the corners of her eyes. There were no visible signs of a shade lurking around them. Not that she could see from her limited perspective. But with the way the cold lingered on her lower back, she’d lay money that it was behind her. Waiting. For what?

      She could stop the ritual, but she knew if she did that at this point, they’d have to wait for the next moon cycle to try again. This one would be a wash. And with the prophecy hanging over their heads, she didn’t like the idea of not having her entire coven at their full capabilities when it happened. Even if Ava and Hunter wouldn’t be in town, technically, should shit hit the fan.

      No. She couldn’t let whatever it was interrupt them. But what if that’s what it wanted? What if it was waiting for them to be at their most vulnerable, pressing magic into the Heart of Moondale to attack?

      And how had it gotten into the clearing to begin with? There was so much warding magic guarding the Heart of Moondale, it didn’t make any sense that a malevolent spirit would be able to get close enough for her to feel it. Maybe it was attached to one of them? Maybe it was already there?

      Keeping up the soft chant, she shifted her attention to her girls at her back, listening for any chatter or discontent, but there was nothing. No sound at all from the two little mediums she’d been raising for the last year and a half. Then whatever it was, it was remaining hidden. That didn’t bode well either. She didn’t like this.

      If she were closer to Az, Rus might be able to ask her to throw out some warding talismans just in case. She always had some on her. Az was constantly prepared. It was one of the things Rus loved most about her. But Carmine stood between them.

      The chant died slowly, those who had started latest ending first while Carmine kept on for at least a half minute after Az stopped. Then she leaned forward and pressed her bleeding hand into the stone. The others followed. The harsh rock scraped against Rus’s already-sore palm. She really hated the ritualistic bullshit of cutting one’s palm. It didn’t make sense, and it was always a bitch to heal after, but she wasn’t going to question the requirements of this ritual.

      The chill at the base of her spine burned colder, making Rus shiver. Her muscles jerked. Everyone looked at her as if worried.

      The stone beneath her hand glowed brighter. Brighter. Brighter. Blinding.

      Power zipped from her veins into the rock and then back into her, an endless loop that wasn’t completely foreign to Rus. It was the amount that was staggering. She buckled under it, tried to pull her hand back, but it was like when someone touches an electric current. She was stuck.

      Someone screamed. Something hit the ground.

      A jolt sparked in her knees.

      Still the Heart refused to release her, the magic flowing in and out of her like a live wire.

      She couldn’t help but think it was trying to tell her something. Trying to show her something. Moondale just didn’t have the power right now to do that. That’s why she kept taking Rus’s magic—the witch with the lowest barriers after her recent dally in the After—then cycling it back to her.

      Finally, someone grabbed her by the wrist and ripped her hand away from the stone. Rus trembled in the cold, pressing herself to the warmth of Az’s chest. She’d sunk to her knees in the grass right alongside Rus, likely ruining her beautiful gown.

      “What was that?” Ava asked, her voice shaking with fear.

      Right. The newbies. They didn’t know Moondale the way Rus did. They hadn’t seen down into her. Hadn’t chatted with her. Didn’t yet know her ghosts and her idiosyncrasies. Of course they’d be shaken by what just happened.

      “I think Moondale was trying to tell me something.” Rus brushed her sweaty hair back from her face, taking a deep breath that shook only slightly on the exhale. “Did the rest of the ritual go through?”

      “Yes,” Carmine answered. She was close, her hands extended as if she, too, had reached for Rus when she realized what was happening. “Your new initiates won’t feel the power increase yet. Not until after the centennial.”

      “Right. Okay.” The centennial. Of course. Moondale was low on her reserves, Rus knew that. But that also meant so were her magical creatures. They all were suffering from the slow draw it took to keep the town running for a century. Maybe even more so now than in previous years, considering the rise in population.

      “We should head back,” Nando said when no one else spoke for what seemed like too long a time.

      “Are you all all right?” Eric asked once he’d been given the all-clear from Indigo to rush across the clearing like a stag on wobbly legs. “That was scary.”

      “We’re fine, hon,” Hunter assured. He looked shaken, though, like maybe he had seen more than he should have. Had the Heart used Rus as a means to communicate something to the others? Or was Hunter just wigged out by what happened?

      “Back to the house then.” Az reached down to help Rus to her feet, supporting much of her weight even once she was there. Fuck, when had Rus become so dependent on her? “There’s snacks and drinks there. That will help settle some of the afterburn.”

      She met Rus’s eyes, and Rus could practically hear what she wasn’t saying. And we can discuss what the fuck just happened as a coven. And yeah… yeah, Rus liked the sounds of that.

      “Az is right. It’s late enough as is, and we’ve all still got centennial prep in the morning. One last hurrah before the gates open and we’re flooded with normies. Let’s go back to the house and chat.” Rus pasted on a smile, but she was pretty sure everyone saw right through it. Especially Carmine, who was looking at her like she wanted to shove Rus into one of Greer’s interrogation rooms down at the police station and get some answers. Yikes.

      A collective grumble of agreement went through the group, and they moved as one toward the cars parked at the edge of the wood.
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