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      Misplaced Souls is the first book in the Misfits of the Adept Universe series, which is set in the same universe as the Dowser, Oracle, Reconstructionist, and Amplifier series.

      The Misfits series directly expands on and incorporates the events and characters first introduced in the Dowser series. Therefore, for the best reading experience, the author recommends reading all nine books in the Dowser series, including Dowser 8.5, before digging into the Misfit tales.

      In order to avoid spoilers, the ideal reading order of the full Adept Universe is as follows:

      
        
          	
        Cupcakes, Trinkets, and Other Deadly Magic (Dowser 1)
      

      	
        Trinkets, Treasures, and Other Bloody Magic (Dowser 2)
      

      	
        Treasures, Demons, and Other Black Magic (Dowser 3)
      

      	
        I See Me (Oracle 1)
      

      	
        Shadows, Maps, and Other Ancient Magic (Dowser 4)
      

      	
        Maps, Artifacts, and Other Arcane Magic (Dowser 5)
      

      	
        I See You (Oracle 2)
      

      	
        Artifacts, Dragons, and Other Lethal Magic (Dowser 6)
      

      	
        I See Us (Oracle 3)
      

      	
        Catching Echoes (Reconstructionist 1)
      

      	
        Tangled Echoes (Reconstructionist 2)
      

      	
        Unleashing Echoes (Reconstructionist 3)
      

      	
        Champagne, Misfits, and Other Shady Magic (Dowser 7)
      

      	
        Misfits, Gemstones, and Other Shattered Magic (Dowser 8)
      

      	
        Graveyards, Visions, and Other Things that Byte (Dowser 8.5)
      

      	
        Gemstones, Elves, and Other Insidious Magic (Dowser 9)
      

      	
        The Amplifier Protocol (Amplifier 0)
      

      	
        Demons and DNA (Amplifier 1)
      

      	
        Bonds and Broken Dreams (Amplifier 2)
      

      	
        Mystics and Mental Blocks (Amplifier 3)
      

      	
        Idols and Enemies (Amplifier 4)
      

      	
        Instincts and Impostors (Amplifier 5)
      

      	
        Endings and Empathy (Amplifier 6)
      

      	
        Misplaced Souls (Misfits 1)
      

      	
        Awakening Infinity (Archivist 0)
      

      	
        Invoking Infinity (Archivist 1)
      

      	
        Compelling Infinity (Archivist 2)
      

      

      

      

      More books in the Archivist and Misfits series to follow. This reading list doesn’t include the shorter stories interspersed throughout all of the main series, but more information can be found at www.madebymeghan.ca
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      Six years, three months, and two days ago, I was kidnapped by a black witch. Then forced to bear witness as she slaughtered witches and sorcerers across Europe, siphoning their magic and corrupting what she could of my own power in order to raise vanquished demons.

      Five years, ten months, and twenty days ago, the dowser — Jade Godfrey — backed by a vampire, a werewolf, and a dragon, rescued me in London, England. A lethal quartet, who routinely flung themselves before death in order to save the world. Including me.

      One year, nine months, and twenty-eight days ago, I untangled the power that fueled a dimensional portal used by an invading army of elves, helping to thwart a dark destiny while confirming that I wielded far more than basic necromancy.

      After all I’d been through, the same powerful Adepts who had rescued me and worked alongside me waited, watching minute by minute. To see if the evil I’d endured was contagious. Because for a witch to go dark was one thing. But for a necromancer, going dark was something far more terrifying.

      What with the potential for raising an army of the undead and all.

      Six years, three months, two days, and five minutes …

      Still not dark yet.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped from the cab, lingering on the sidewalk with my satchel over my shoulder and a small duffle bag in hand until the taxi had pulled away. Combined, the two bags held every precious possession I owned, not including the magical artifact perpetually slung around my neck and currently hidden under my bulky red poncho.

      The cab disappeared around the corner. But instead of traversing the front path leading to the house that corresponded to the address I’d given the cabbie — because I didn’t actually live there — I veered left. Jogging across the perpendicular street, I skirted the cul-de-sac that abruptly capped East Thirty-Seventh Avenue for vehicles, even as the road continued east for foot and bike traffic. The beads attached to the multicolored fringe of my hand-knit poncho clacked together, seemingly amplified against the fronts of the closely clustered homes of the residential area.

      In another couple of hours, residents would be returning from school or work. But for now, the street was dead quiet.

      Practically running — or as close to running as I ever got, at least — I traversed the length of a tall chain-link fence. My heavy boots barely touched down as I crossed through the open metal gates that were all that stood between me and a wide concrete path. A step beyond that entrance, and the magic embedded within every centimeter of the sprawling grounds of Mountain View Cemetery welled up underneath me.

      I shuddered, suppressing a groan of contentment. Eyes closed, partially on my tiptoes, I paused to absorb the sensation. It felt intensified, perhaps due to how long I’d been away.

      I was home.

      I settled back on my heels, content to simply let the magic roiling under my feet just be. For the moment.

      Mountain View Cemetery, spreading some ten city blocks north to south and two residential blocks east to west, might have been owned and operated by the City of Vancouver since 1886. But its magic belonged to me, grounded me. Even sustained me. Over 92,000 gravesites and 145,000 interred remains equaled a shit-ton of death magic. And all of it had been tied to me for over three years now, since a few days before my eighteenth birthday.

      Ironically, I had claimed the cemetery — at both the witches’ and my mother’s urging — to keep my path on the side of the light, to balance my burgeoning magic. Everyone had been so worried about me being tainted. Worried about me going dark. And now, upon returning to the city, having completed training the magic that had everyone’s panties in a twist, the cemetery was still my first stop. Even before checking in with friends or so-called family, I’d needed to come to Mountain View. The urge had seized me as the wheels of the plane hit the tarmac, then had only intensified in the time it had taken to clear customs and wait in line for a taxi.

      Feeling more settled and still hauling my bags, I took a path that cut through to the center of the property. The headstones were a mixture of raised and in-ground through this section, crafted from different types of stone and metal. A few family plots with larger memorials were randomly scattered throughout. My steps were quiet on the wet pavement, though my beaded fringe still clattered with each step.

      A few joggers traversed the many paths running parallel and perpendicular to me — not that I needed to worry about being seen. The magic that ebbed and flowed under my feet hid me from casual view. If someone didn’t know I was there, wasn’t looking for me specifically, my passing presence was absorbed by the energy constantly emanating from the cemetery. That inherent obfuscation would be the same in any graveyard, for any necromancer. But it was more concentrated at Mountain View because I’d claimed the property. Our magic was connected, almost symbiotic.

      It wasn’t raining, but it had been earlier in the day. The headstones, the paved path, and the bright-green grass were all speckled with tiny droplets that hadn’t evaporated yet. Sunlight glinted from the petals of the flowers and the wreaths decorating a number of graves — tokens of grief, celebrations of a life lived, from those who visited their dearly departed.

      I stepped onto the damp grass, weaving through a grouping of flush-mounted headstones and passing a three-foot-tall white concrete statue of a woman holding an urn, before I arrived at my favorite gravesite. I stopped there, gaze unfixed, pressing my palm to the top of the tall, light-gray granite headstone. Ignoring the fading name and dates etched into it, I listened. Waiting. Still feeling incomplete, but putting the pieces of myself back together. The pieces that made me the Morana Novak who called Vancouver home, who had claimed Mountain View Cemetery.

      The pieces that made me Mory.

      The pieces that made me the wielder’s necromancer — and everything that went with that title, that position within the so-called misfits who made up the Godfrey coven. The younger subset of that coven, at least.

      I wasn’t the same Mory who had abruptly left Vancouver in the middle of February over a year and a half ago, less than a week after the offer to take specialized training at the Academy had hit my inbox. But I could still collect and keep the best pieces of that Mory before I announced my return.

      Before everything that had happened almost two years ago, I would never have expected to feel the need to do so. But here I was.

      I waited to see if the sweet soul who occasionally haunted her gravesite would visit. I didn’t try to summon her or to pull her forth. I was too powerful to play at such things anymore. And if her spirit had finally moved on … well, that was the ultimate goal.

      Oh, yes. I was a necromancer. From a long line of necromancers. A soul seer, to be specific. A rare specialty. A frowned-upon branch of magic, because screwing around with souls was as dark as magic could get, even for a necromancer.

      Unless that necromancer was trained and certified by the Academy, then gainfully employed by the witches Convocation.

      Which I was.

      As of just over twelve hours ago.

      I wasn’t the necromancer of the Godfrey coven, though, which claimed all of Vancouver and beyond as its territory. You know, ‘The Necromancer’ in capital letters. That was my mother’s position.

      A slight breeze stirred my hair, tickling my jaw and obscuring my vision. That hair was currently deep purple, shot through with shades of pink and a hint of light blue. It pulled my attention back to the present. No spirit or shade arrived or greeted me. I tried to not feel disappointed.

      Instead, I reached into my satchel for Ed, finding my undead turtle tangled up in three strands of yarn. A deep purple, a baby blue, and a multicolored speckle — all merino, silk, and cashmere — were woven around his legs and neck. I’d started a simple knitting project on the plane, and after a fifteen-hour flight from Latvia with a connection through Frankfurt, I was almost at the crown decreases on a marled slouch hat. I was knitting with yarn left over from the shawl I’d completed at the Academy, right before leaving for my final assignment. And yes, it matched my current dye job.

      “Ed,” I grumbled. “We’ve talked about you building a nest in my bag.”

      The red-eared slider blinked his gray-orbed eyes at me as I set about untangling him. His front legs were the worst. He had managed to weave multiple strands through his long nails. Magic glistened from his carapace — power I could see only because it wasn’t my own, and because it was particularly intense. That power gave Ed supernatural abilities that went beyond simply being the undead familiar of a necromancer. A soul seer.

      I’d actually needed to register Ed with the Academy in order to keep him with me while on the grounds, along with the heavy necklace that I never removed, not even while showering. Such secrets were difficult to keep around dozens of Adepts who could feel the power of both Ed and the artifact without even being in the same room as me. And my magic was rare enough that I didn’t need to frighten new acquaintances with my mere presence as well.

      Not that officially registering Ed or the necklace had eased that apprehension much. It also didn’t help that I was the only soul seer among the specializing necromancers. And that the Academy hadn’t trained another soul seer in over twenty-five years.

      Ironically, the somewhat obsessive reputation I’d inadvertently built at the Academy with my near-constant knitting, along with my penchant for bestowing hand-knit socks, hats, and arm warmers on my fellow classmates, mitigated that tension far more than anything else had. I knit more than I could justify wearing, and almost everyone preferred to have warm toes, fingers, and heads.

      Despite finding myself slightly ostracized for my rare subset of magic at the Academy when I first arrived, I actually couldn’t pick up magic as easily as a witch or a sorcerer could. Being on the grounds of a cemetery allowed me to stretch my other senses much farther than usual, though. If an Adept — a person of the magical persuasion — passed me on the sidewalk of a busy street, I wouldn’t know it. But I’d know the instant anyone with magic in their blood set one foot over the boundary of a cemetery.

      Anywhere else, I could sense other necromancers, of course. And spirits in all forms.

      And vampires.

      But if an unknown vampire got anywhere near me, I wouldn’t be casually brushing shoulders with them. More likely, I’d be running. Screaming down the sidewalk in question. Even with the protections that I wore literally around my neck, tangling with a vampire wasn’t something any necromancer sought out. The ingrained rivalry between those magical species went back — as in, all the way back. With the vampires the ultimate victors. On all occasions. Being immortal, supernaturally strong, and able to beguile their victims gave vamps the ultimate advantage when it came to slaughtering those of my ilk.

      An unknown vampire wouldn’t want to take the chance that I or any other necromancer could control them, bend them to our will.

      Ed wiggled in my hands, having spotted the grass. He liked cemeteries as much as I did. He was undead, after all.

      Death might be just another beginning — but what it was the beginning of, I couldn’t tell you. I could, however, talk to the parts of the soul that remained on this plane of existence. I could also raise the walking dead, human and animal — under very specific circumstances. I’d never tried it with a fish. They’d probably decompose too quickly.

      The eighteen months I had just spent at the Academy had been all about proving that I could work with soul magic — not simply death magic — with a level of accuracy needed to get certified. As of completing my last assignment, in Latvia, I officially worked for the witches Convocation as a junior specialist. I was now a resource for the investigative teams tasked with policing a certain subset of the Adept. And also with cleaning up incidents that might draw the attention of the mundanes, aka the nonmagical people who outnumbered the Adept by a massive amount. Like, a million to one or something.

      There were two other necromancers who called Vancouver, British Columbia, home. Danica Novak — my mother — and Teresa Garrick. Neither of them had required certification to prove their worth, though. To anyone. My mother had worked with the Vancouver coven since before my father died. Teresa Garrick’s presence in Vancouver was still relatively recent, but the Garrick necromancers were well-known badass vampire slayers. Or at least they had been until they’d all been slaughtered by rogue vampires twenty-five years ago. Teresa was the only survivor, and she’d been in hiding with the help of the witches until recently.

      The Garrick family’s vampire-slaying gig turned out to be seriously ironic. Because one of the only three vampires I wouldn’t run from on sight was Teresa’s son, Benjamin Garrick.

      Benjamin was the reason Teresa wasn’t in hiding anymore. He was the reason they lived in Vancouver, under the protection of the Godfrey coven. He was also one of the major reasons I hadn’t returned to Vancouver in over a year and a half, selecting work-study assignments and finishing a three-year program in record time, rather than coming home on breaks.

      That and the empty house that would have been sure to greet my return.

      Necromancers and vampires didn’t mix.

      And they certainly didn’t date.

      Or pine for one another.

      And certainly not, in this particular instance, when the gorgeous Jasmine also called Vancouver home. Like Benjamin, Jasmine had also been recently remade. With the blood of the executioner of the vampire Conclave reanimating her. And though we’d never spoken of it directly, not in person or by text, Benjamin Garrick was enamored with the golden-haired beauty. And he would likely be so forever. He was epically focused like that.

      But unlike Benjamin, I didn’t have eternity to wait for a crush to even think about glancing my way. So I’d left Vancouver and that unrequited crush behind, knowing that life changed so quickly that coming home would be sort of a new beginning.

      Or at least that was what I was hoping.

      Magic shifted, lapping against my toes from the direction of the cemetery’s main entrance on Fraser Street. An Adept of some power had just stepped onto the grounds. Facing in that general direction, I perched atop the granite gravestone, pulling my knitting out from my satchel. Ed gamboled around in the damp grass nearby, and I made a mental note that I would need to thoroughly dry him off so he didn’t decay. I knew that the power that coated him was more than just mine now, so perhaps that wasn’t even a possibility anymore. But it wasn’t a risk I would take either way. Ed was part of me. He held a sliver of my soul, so I took care of him. And he grounded me — or more specifically, my power — when I was away from Mountain View.

      The latent aspects of necromancy couldn’t be turned off or on. My magic was constantly seeking and picking up the dead. The best I could do was mute the intensity, and redirect it. Hence, the creation of Ed. Most necromancers worked with bones or ghosts. Teresa Garrick preferred the corpses of birds. My mother was perpetually tethered to the ghost of her uncle. But being a soul seer, I had Ed, who was continually animated with my own life force.

      More magic curled up from the damp ground, slipping up my dangling legs to churn around my hands. I finished straightening my knitting, further untangling the mess Ed had made, and took up my needles.

      Sorcerer magic. At best guess.

      I’d been away for a while, and though my magic was sharper than it had ever been — focused and full — I didn’t know the magic of the Adept traversing the grounds of the cemetery well enough to identify them.

      No one knew I was back in Vancouver. I hadn’t even texted Benjamin or my witch friend, Burgundy, who was out of town herself at a healers retreat. I’d gotten on the first flight I could, but I’d wanted a soft landing. A gentle reintroduction. One that didn’t involve my mother, assuming she was even at home.

      It could have been a random Adept approaching. The population of the magically inclined in Vancouver had grown over the last few years. But Benjamin, who made it his business to know such things — like, officially, with a title and everything — would have mentioned if there was a new sorcerer in town. Even though he was one of the reasons I’d left Vancouver, Benjamin and I had texted constantly while I’d been gone. The vampire, aka the chronicler, had maintained that connection, wanting to know every last thing about my training, and about the Academy itself. Vampires were not numbered among the staff or the students.

      Thankfully, my weird susceptibility to Benjamin’s inadvertent beguilement didn’t translate through text message. If the vampire had actually wanted me — me, Mory, rather than the decades of knowledge I’d accumulated while passively living among the Adept — I might never have left Vancouver. And I would have been worse off for it. Untrained and jobless, not just feeling out of place like I presently was.

      The sorcerer steadily cutting across the graveyard toward me might not have even been looking for me. But what were the chances of that?

      He … him … his magic felt … forceful, insistent. Somehow self-assured. And definitely male. Though sex and gender was one of the first things I could intuit about a corpse, whatever point the person who’d become that corpse had occupied on both those spectrums, that level of sensitivity with the living was new for me. Nice.

      I laughed quietly, anticipation welling. Tangling my fingers in the three strands of yarn, I began to knit, slipping the moonstone-skull stitch marker that noted the beginning of the round from my left needle to my right needle. I’d memorized the self-designed pattern so thoroughly that knitting it was practically just muscle memory. I had knit the same hat in different combinations of yarn many times, because it was perfect for using up leftovers from other projects.

      I was home.

      I was more powerful, more focused than ever.

      I was ready to confront the next chapter of my life — perhaps even more ready than I’d thought. So maybe I hadn’t needed to gather the pieces of the old Mory at all? Maybe I was still her.

      Mory.

      Necromancer.

      Soul seer.

      I could control the dead. I had carved my way through an invading force of mythical beings, using the corpses of the elves the others in my team had killed as an undead shield. Then I’d untangled the soul magic that had powered an other-dimensional portal. A task that only I could have accomplished. Well, without blowing the entire city up, at least.

      I had worn the instruments of assassination, the wielder’s necklace, at her request, for days — while slowly dying. An artifact that powerful would have killed another at first touch. That was its actual purpose, after all.

      I had survived.

      With my own soul completely intact.

      For years, everyone had watched me, waiting for any sign of darkness born from the trauma of my brother’s death and betrayal — yes, in that order.

      But I didn’t dwell there.

      I lived in the light.

      So I smiled in the direction of the interloper on my territory, and I waited. Knitting happily, for ever after.

      Let the sorcerer come.

      I was ready for whatever request I knew he was bringing with him. Because there was no other reason to visit a necromancer in a graveyard. A dealer of death magic. A beguiler of souls.

      Though it was unlikely that the sorcerer in question knew that last part. It was, after all, frowned upon. Even when properly trained and certified.
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        * * *

      

      Liam Talbot strode around a large chestnut tree that hadn’t yet lost all its autumn leaves, though its mahogany-colored nuts and the green-spiked split pods that had housed those nuts littered the area around it.

      All right, then. Liam was not who I’d anticipated. I had actually thought the visitor might have been his younger brother, Tony, though the tech sorcerer rarely left his basement lair. Or even Liam and Tony’s father, Stephan, given the strong tenor of the magic that had preceded the sorcerer.

      Liam homed in on me perched on my gravestone with a tilt of his dark-haired head. His pace remained steady even as he shifted course. Despite being only three years older than me, Liam Talbot was self-assured and exceedingly focused. He was wearing a suit, which was typical for most of the sorcerers I’d met. But Liam did so because he was a detective for the Vancouver Police Department. Homicide.

      Which meant that seeking out a necromancer made all sorts of sense for this particular sorcerer. Huh. I was annoyed I hadn’t put that together more quickly.

      I blamed jet lag. I actually wasn’t sure what the current time was, at all. Before sunset, which was early evening this far into fall, but not by much.

      I was also annoyed because I had no idea how the hell Liam Talbot could possibly have known I was back in Vancouver.

      Liam didn’t smile, raking his brown-eyed gaze over me as he closed the distance between us. Unlike his typical snotty sorcerer brethren — who usually came from obscene amounts of money accumulated through the practice of black magic — his dark navy suit wasn’t tailor-made. He wore a button-down white dress shirt open at the collar, and he’d removed his tie. So he was off duty but hadn’t taken the time to go home and change.

      Liam’s skin was naturally tanned, his shoulders broad. He had what people often referred to as a runner’s body. His hair was slightly longer than usual, like he was overdue for his typical cropped cut. A slight shadow of stubble edged his strong jaw. Idiotically, I found that hint of roughness oddly adorable. Despite the fact that, in general, I didn’t like Liam Talbot much.

      He was controlling, overprotective, and stubborn. Also determined, hardworking, diligent, thorough, and loyal.

      But all that was beside the point.

      Liam was a sorcerer. And that was enough of a black mark.

      All sorcerers were powermongers. It was a natural state of being for them. They literally pulled their power from magical artifacts or written spells. Such items were often inherited, magic passed through generations. And yes, it was possible that I was prejudiced when it came to sorcerers. Anyone would be, after almost being sacrificed by a sorcerer on two separate occasions. The kidnapping that preceded those incidents hadn’t helped to soften my judgement either.

      “Mory,” Liam drawled, pausing a few steps away and offering me a brief smile. Once again, he looked me over as if he’d never seen me before. His accent was American, but with its edge softened by the couple of years he’d spent living in Canada. “Welcome home.”

      I grinned, liking the sound of him saying my name. Claiming me with his —

      Wait … what?

      “Sorcerer,” I said, covering my weird reaction by mimicking his drawl, “the cemetery is an odd place for a walk.”

      “Peaceful, though.”

      “Oh, yes? Come here often, do you?”

      His smile widened as if he was … teasing me? “I know you do.”

      I frowned. “Have you been waiting for me?”

      He tilted his head. The smile lingered on his lips as he stuffed his hands in the pockets of his suit pants, a stance that rucked his jacket up at the sides. Sunlight warmed the lighter strands within his dark-brown hair. He should have been wearing an overcoat. Or, at minimum, a scarf. I could knit him one, given a few days and the right yarn. A deep shade of blue or green would bring out his —

      I was staring at Liam Talbot.

      Like an empty-headed idiot.

      I tore my gaze away from the sorcerer. Then, realizing I’d done so, I stared back defiantly.

      “Tony’s on shift in the map room,” Liam finally said. “So yes, he informed me you’d be returning soon. I have been waiting.”

      My stomach did a weird uncomfortable flutter. Like I’d eaten something that hadn’t agreed with me on the plane, but the timing was suspect. Especially because it had been hours since I’d eaten.

      All right, then.

      For some unknown reason, I was reacting oddly to the sorcerer standing in my cemetery. I would have blamed magic, like a beguiling charm or some such, except such a spell wouldn’t be able to get through the dense layer of protection embedded into my necklace. “There are two other necromancers in town.”

      “Yes. But neither of them are you.”

      He was teasing again.

      I wasn’t one of his younger sisters. I readied a snappy comeback, but Liam suddenly crouched, wagging his fingers at Ed before I could formulate it.

      “Hey, Ed,” the sorcerer said softly. “Welcome home.”

      My stomach squelched again.

      The undead turtle trundled over to Liam, climbing into his outstretched hand. Liam’s hands were broad, with strong fingers, neither too long nor too thick. Capable. Just like everything else about the sorcerer. He stroked Ed’s carapace, looking as though he was trying to make eye contact with the turtle while he did so.

      We had fought about Ed once. Liam had wanted me to use the undead turtle, to walk him through heavy-duty wards the elves had erected around the stadium downtown. Wards that had imprisoned people the sorcerer and I owed allegiance to. People we hadn’t been certain were even alive. But I’d been scared of losing Ed, along with the sliver of my soul that animated the undead turtle. At the time, Liam hadn’t understood what he’d been asking me to sacrifice. But now he was greeting Ed as though he was important, not just a magical tool. And not just important to me.

      Something warmed in my previously unsettled belly.

      Something welcoming.

      I was seriously jet-lagged.

      I so wasn’t interested in the sorcerer.

      “You were looking for me?” I asked, my voice weirdly stiff.

      Liam nodded, still crouched, looking up at me. He raked his gaze from my face to the tips of my still dangling booted feet, lingering on my hands and knitting. For the third time.

      And that was just weird.

      Shit. Maybe I had something on my face? I stopped myself from checking, or from looking away.

      “You look good, Mory. Healthy. You’ve gained the weight back. That’s good.”

      “Also none of your business, sorcerer.”

      That wiped the smile from his face.

      I was sorry to see it go.

      Damn it all.

      He straightened, smoothing his suit jacket, and for a moment I saw the bulge of the gun he wore sheathed at his side. Invisibly. He must have had one of the witches spell the sheath. His tone turned crisp. “I have a cold case.”

      “A dead Adept?”

      “No. A mundane.”

      “Which is why you’re coming to me.”

      “Yes.”

      I hissed quietly, returning my attention to my knitting. A necromancer could raise any corpse and could speak with nonmagical shades — but both those things were frowned upon. Even in the twenty-first century, the Adept were trying to live alongside the magically lacking in secret. Magic users who violated the rules of conduct put into place to protect Adept anonymity were punished, severely. My mother would have refused Liam outright. Teresa Garrick probably wouldn’t even have deigned to meet with a sorcerer, not unless it was arranged through official channels — aka the witches. And even then, not until she’d been wired her hefty consulting fee.

      “Mory,” Liam said softly. His face was turned away from me, hands back in his pockets. “She was nine. She’s interred here. Your territory, yes?”

      I didn’t answer him, but his hushed tone was doing something painful to my insides. I knew that some sorcerers could bespell their victims with mere words, but that sort of magic didn’t work on me. It wouldn’t get by the protections of my necklace.

      “I don’t have a single lead.” Liam looked at me then, gaze steady, though there was a layer of frustration and possibly pain underlying his words.

      The case was personal somehow.

      That made what he was asking even worse. He shouldn’t have been that heavily invested in a death that involved a nonmagical. How the hell would he explain any information he got from me? I couldn’t sit in a court of law and offer testimony.

      I forced myself to meet his brown-eyed gaze, resting my knitting in my lap. I opened my mouth to refuse him.

      His expression shifted, as if he’d steeled himself for my rebuff.

      And for some stupid reason, I asked a question instead. “She was murdered?”

      “I can’t prove it. It was deemed natural causes.”

      “With no underlying health issues.”

      “Exactly. But she was kidnapped, found away from home.”

      “Kidnapped? You have proof?”

      He stiffened his shoulders, frustration edging his jaw. “No. But she was definitely missing for at least twelve hours.”

      “She could have died at home,” I said, trying to keep my tone steady, professional. As if we weren’t discussing the possible murder of a nine-year-old child. “Been moved by a relative.”

      “To what end? She wasn’t hidden. She was left on a park bench, in one of those downtown parks that …” He pulled his hands from his pockets and clenched them into fists, seemingly unable to fully articulate his recounting of the heart-wrenching event.

      “I don’t need to know that part. That much detail.”

      “No.” His tone was shuttered now. “You don’t.”

      “How involved are you, Liam?” I tried to keep my tone nonconfrontational, but the muscle in his jaw jerked anyway and he didn’t answer me. “You said it was a cold case, but I know most of the children interred here.” I was especially drawn to the graves of children, including the one I was currently perched over. When I was younger, I used to insist that the shades of children would whisper to me, and I would leave them flowers pilfered from other graves to appease their requests. Naturally, my mother always maintained that such shades hadn’t actually manifested at all. So I used to think those ghostly whispers had been my version of imaginary friends.

      Then I learned I was a soul seer. Within the presence of the dead, I could see and hear and manipulate what my mother couldn’t.

      “The case isn’t that cold,” Liam finally said. “She died almost three years ago, but wasn’t … buried until after you’d left town.”

      “But it’s not officially a murder investigation.”

      “No. Her parents tried to keep the case open, but fighting the medical examiner’s findings is difficult without evidence.”

      “So this isn’t a case that’s been assigned to you.”

      “Are you going to help or not?” he demanded.

      “Are you going to answer my questions?”

      “That wasn’t a question.”

      “I asked how involved you were.”

      “As in, am I emotionally compromised?” He curled his lip derisively, his hands still clenched into fists.

      “As in, are you fucking the dead girl’s grieving mother?”

      He reared back, utterly affronted. Though I wasn’t certain if it was my language or the accusation that bothered him.

      “Unbelievable,” he snarled. “I come to you as a friend and —”

      “Did you?” I asked, not remotely believing him. We weren’t friends. We were barely friendly. “Come to me as a friend?”

      Liam ran his hand through his hair, looking momentarily confused. Flustered, even. And completely adorable.

      I had the utterly insane urge to press myself up against him and tease my tongue into his slightly open mouth. “I really need to get some sleep,” I muttered.

      “I know her father, okay? He also works for the VPD. And yeah, therefore it’s not on the up and up. I’m not fucking his grief-stricken wife. I would, however, like to try to get them some closure. Only three people in the city think their child was murdered. I’m one. Which is why I’ve been waiting for you, Mory. To ask a favor of a friend. We’ve had each other’s backs. When everyone else had fallen. We had each other, didn’t we?”

      A pinpoint of darkness opened up in my chest at his emotionally laden declaration. At the reminder of what we’d been through together — the epic battle, me inside the stadium with his sister Gabby, and him outside, protecting the city. I’d lost count of how many elves I slaughtered that day. I could only imagine he had too. But I didn’t try to stuff that dark remembrance away, or swallow it, or smother it. That never worked. I acknowledged it, then went about the business of bringing some light back into the world.

      I tucked my knitting into my satchel, hopping off the gravestone and scooping Ed up from the grass. The turtle wiggled happily in my hands. He liked the feel of my magic.

      Liam’s earnest expression flattened, his gaze cast to the ground.

      I stepped toward him, smiling. And for some weird reason, I lifted up on my tiptoes — he was over a head taller than me — and brushed a kiss against his cheek, savoring the feel of his stubble against my lips. I hadn’t ever done that before, not to anyone, but he looked as though he needed it. “It’ll be okay, sorcerer.”

      He raised both eyebrows. “Will it?”

      “Yep. You can’t officially hire me, of course. But one friend can go for a walk with another friend in a graveyard.”

      “Even a sorcerer and a necromancer?”

      “Sure. Especially if the necromancer makes a habit of keeping track of all the people interred in said cemetery, and she’s just gotten back into town.”

      He laughed quietly, stepping forward to pick up my duffle, then offering me his arm.

      I snorted, tucking Ed into my satchel and curling my hand around Liam’s bicep. I tried to force myself to ignore the shift of the sorcerer’s muscles under my fingers. Unsuccessfully.

      Liam steered me toward the nearest pathway. Our strides didn’t match. He slowed and I picked up my pace. We wound through trimmed cedar trees and broad red maples, carefully skirting interment sites.

      “Don’t the mundanes stare at Ed?” Liam asked.

      “They don’t see him.”

      “How’s that?”

      I laughed. “Magic, sorcerer. Magic.”

      He laughed quietly, shaking his head. “I remember, ‘Shut up and listen.’ ”

      He was quoting me, back from when he’d done a lot of demanding of a magical nature — including potentially putting Ed in danger — and I had balked.

      “That feels like a long time ago,” I said.

      Silence stretched between us as we hit the paved path and Liam navigated us to the right. Then he finally said, “It does. And also like it happened yesterday.”

      I knew exactly what he meant.
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        * * *

      

      Oddly, I didn’t sense any presence from the site that Liam directed me toward. Standing in a cemetery I had claimed for myself, I shouldn’t have needed a focal, but I pulled a snubbed, half-melted candle out of my satchel and set it on one corner of the practically pristine dark-granite headstone. The girl’s remains had been cremated, but her parents had still opted for a belowground interment. Expensive.

      I dug through my satchel for a lighter and lit the candle — ignoring the name and dates on the headstone as I did. I really loathed fresh gravesites and recent deaths, especially involving children. And I didn’t need my emotional response muddling my casting.

      Ed watched me from the strip of green grass to my right, following the movements of my hands. All necromancers glowed to the undead — to all aspects of undeath. I’d been told by more than one vampire that I glowed brighter and lighter than most. That radiance would increase when I cast my magic, and Ed liked to watch.

      “Something wrong?” Liam asked. The sorcerer was standing just within my peripheral vision. Set far enough back to give me space, but with his arms crossed and a no-bullshit-tolerated set to his shoulders.

      Guarding me. As I’d figured out through my friendships with his siblings, that was pretty much the sorcerer’s long-standing gig — never mind that the gig was most often redundant in heavily magically fortified Vancouver. I’d already reminded Liam that the power that connected me to the cemetery would cloak us from the sight of most nonmagicals. But some habits were hard earned. Over the many long days that I was mostly blind as I moved Ed through an enemy fortress, Liam had stood over me similarly, letting me map that fortress so we could find our missing warriors.

      “Nothing,” I said, settling on my knees. The damp grass would soak into my jeans, but I was currently carrying multiple changes of clothing with me. Or rather, the sorcerer was, since he was the one currently holding my duffle bag. “It’s just unusual for me to need to set a focal in order to pick up a presence. Or pick up minor details from remains. Especially in this cemetery.”

      Liam nodded but didn’t ask me to elaborate. The Adept rarely questioned each other about personal magic — to do so was actually considered rude — though it wasn’t out of line when actively working with someone. Adepts in general, the older subset at least, were notoriously close-mouthed. About everything.

      Despite having not yet celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday, and therefore technically being among the younger crew, Liam was a stickler for the rules. Born at the end of December, the detective was a Capricorn through and through. Which I knew only because his sister Peggy was into astrology, not because I had a thing for the sorcerer.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, settling myself in place. I felt the deep pool of power that lay under me, spreading in all directions across the entire property. Capped by neatly defined sharp edges on all its sides, exactly where the cemetery ended. That ocean of power didn’t bleed over the edges, not even to include the sidewalks where they marked the boundary of the property. It likewise thinned across the two streets that cut through Mountain View — the pedestrian-only Thirty-Seventh Avenue where I’d entered, and Thirty-Third Avenue that was still open to traffic. The City of Vancouver had purchased the property hundreds of years ago. There were legal documents to support that, and the centuries of accumulated death magic mimicked that claim of ownership. One foot outside any of the gates, and I would no longer be standing on the cemetery grounds. No longer able to pull power from it.

      I opened my eyes and focused on the flickering candle. When a casting was difficult, I often pulled out my knitting, using it as a guide and a second focal. But for now, I simply reached a tendril of my magic out toward the candle, using the half-melted votive as an anchor, then sinking that questing lick of power into the interment niche set beneath the headstone. I immediately felt the presence of remains. I could tell that Liam’s victim had been cremated. Ashes felt different than a body — less substantial but more condensed.

      But I couldn’t pick up anything else …

      I listened for any whisper, any hint of energy. I should have been able to feel a spark from the remains, cremated or not. A shade should have had to respond to my magic almost instantly.

      Nothing.

      “What’s wrong?” Liam asked.

      I shook my head, pulled my focus from the candle, and raised my hands to the sides. I cast my other senses out all around me, searching gently so as to not unintentionally disturb any of the shades slumbering within the remains in the immediate vicinity. Or, even worse, accidentally reanimating any corpses.

      The walking undead always pulled too much attention my way. And being under siege — twice now — by the warriors who called Vancouver home and made it their business to enforce that territory had been terrifying enough. Sure, I adored most of those warriors. I wore the protection of the dowser herself strung around my neck. But they were scary as hell even before the weapons started being wielded.

      Plus, I didn’t imagine that the gun-toting sorcerer at my side would react well to zombies, even if they were under my control.

      I immediately picked up various imprints from all the nearby gravesites, too many to sort through. I pulled back, concentrating on the five interments surrounding me. I gleaned clear impressions from four of the five without even really trying. But the ashes of the child Liam needed to question were … blank.

      I pointed to my left. “Male. Died when he was … seventy-six.”

      Frowning, Liam leaned over, silently reading the gravestone. He nodded.

      I pointed in front of me, over one row. “Two women. One died at forty-eight. Breast cancer. She had chestnut hair and loved to laugh. One was sixty-seven. She loved sucking on hard caramels and died from … the flu? No, complications after surgery … pneumonia.”

      His frown deepening, Liam uncrossed his arms, stepping past me and the child’s headstone to check the names and dates from the next row over. He nodded, then looked at me questioningly.

      I pointed at the headstone I was kneeling in front of. “Blank.”

      “Blank?”

      “Some of the graves in Mountain View are actually empty —”

      “She’s buried here,” he snapped without letting me finish my thought. Then he rubbed his face. “Sorry. I just … this case. I attended the interment.”

      “As I was saying …”

      He huffed a laugh, waving his hand for me to continue.

      “A few graves in Mountain View are empty. Like, if a body was never recovered.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “When I try to read an empty interment, there’s just nothing there. Nothing to connect me to the person who’s memorialized at the site. But …” I shook my head, confused. “These remains are present but just … blank. Without any spark. No soul imprint.”

      “Okay …”

      “That’s all I’ve got.”

      He sighed heavily, casting his gaze around but not really looking at anything.

      I watched him, backtracking through our conversation in my mind. “So you’re friends with the parents, not just work acquaintances.”

      “Does it matter?”

      I shrugged. “It … defines you. More.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Because you thought me so prejudiced that I couldn’t have mundane friendships.”

      “No,” I snorted. “I know you have nonmagical friends.” I emphasized the word friends. Heavily.

      Liam stilled, suddenly watching me a little too closely. Then a smile ghosted over his face. “Girlfriends. Yes.”

      I lifted my chin haughtily. “I think you have to date them to actually give them that title.”

      His grin widened. “Why do you suddenly care?”

      “That you’re disrespectful of women? I care.”

      His tone was deceptively cool. “How do you know it’s by my choice?” He flicked his fingers offishly. “The parting of the ways.”

      “Well, I was willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but if you’re saying you suck in bed …” I shrugged, smirking.

      He laughed. The sound was still edged with darkness. I hadn’t managed to tease him all the way out of his mood. But he’d allowed me to ease it for him.

      Liam stepped closer, crouching beside me, near enough to touch, pinning me with his dark-eyed gaze. I could see that the brown base of his iris was shot through with blue and green. He opened his mouth, perhaps to continue teasing me, but then closed it, grimacing.

      Ed wandered over and perched on the tip of Liam’s black dress shoe.

      The sorcerer sighed, then got back to business. “What do you mean by blank? Because she was cremated?”

      “No. I might not be able to pull a shade forth from older cremated remains.” In fact, I probably could. But it was always a good idea to underplay magical prowess, especially for necromancers. Death magic creeped other Adepts out. “But I’d at least get similar impressions to the ones I pulled without a need for a focal from those other sites.” I gestured toward the still-lit candle. “These remains have been … I don’t know … tampered with somehow, maybe? Replaced with something that reads like cremated remains but … isn’t?” Yeah, that sounded just as lame in my head as it did coming out of my mouth.

      Liam shook his head. “They haven’t.”

      “I know what I’m doing. I can show you my freshly inked certification from the Academy to prove it.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t doubt you … and congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded, still all business. “I know the child’s remains are here. I saw them interred. I know that Dwayne visits regularly and Maria … can’t. Neither of them would have the remains removed or replaced. And why would anyone else? Is there a black market for that sort of thing?”

      “There sure is. Black witches are especially fond of children, cremated or otherwise.”

      “Jesus, really?” Liam muttered.

      “Yep. But why would someone go after the remains of a nonmagical? And in Godfrey territory? Doubtful.”

      “I agree.” He pinned me with a look filled with epic amounts of expectation. “So what else could a blank spot mean?”

      I sighed, suddenly weary again even though the rush of power I’d taken from the cemetery upon entering had buoyed me. “I don’t think there is any other … logical explanation …”

      Wait …

      I had come upon a blank spot before. More than one, actually. In this very cemetery.

      “What did you just remember, Mory?” Liam asked. His tone was thoughtful, almost beguiling. Persuasive.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don’t use that magic on me, sorcerer!”

      He looked startled. “I wasn’t …”

      “That suave persuasion thing … I know that Rochelle asked Jade to embed that in your police badge.” Rochelle was the wielder’s oracle. She’d foreseen Liam needing to redirect any nonmagicals that wandered too near during the confrontation with the elves two years ago. As I understood it, the sorcerer’s badge now amplified his own natural power of persuasion.

      Liam’s lips quirked, curling at the edges. His bottom lip was slightly fuller than —

      I probably shouldn’t have been staring at his mouth. I jerked my eyes upward. He looked amused. Really amused.

      “I have to be wearing the badge, Mory,” he drawled. A much, much heavier layer of suggestion was slicking his words now. “Touching it. To harness the power of the artifact.”

      Wait … what? I touched my own powerful artifact through my poncho. I couldn’t harness the power of the necklace consciously. It just existed. It repelled harmful spells and malicious magic. Someone could still punch me, of course. But if they laid hands on me for any amount of time without permission, they got a nasty surprise — and singed fingers were the least of the ramifications. It had actually made for two somewhat awkward sexual encounters and one hilarious attempt at harassment while I’d been at the Academy.

      All right. The awkward parts of the sexual encounters might have just been me, specifically refusing to remove an artifact that radiated power while having sex.

      Liam dropped his gaze to my hand, raising his eyebrows. “Exactly.”

      “Exactly what, sorcerer?” I snapped, trying to get on top of the conversation again. I had an inkling that I had just admitted being entranced by his voice alone, and that was … well, disconcerting.

      Yes, I could raise all the corpses occupying all the gravesites over the more than one hundred acres of the cemetery. But admitting I might be attracted to a sorcerer — purely on some surface level, of course — was throwing me.

      He nodded toward my hand. My fingers still rested on the ridge of my necklace. “Your artifact repels magic.”

      “Malicious magic,” I said snottily.

      He tilted his head. “And me … you wouldn’t consider me being … persuasive … as malicious?”

      My cheeks flamed. Oh, damn. Now I was blushing! I looked away, reaching for the candle and blowing it out so the wax could dry. Ed had wandered off, but the tie eternally anchoring him to me was as taut and tight as ever.

      Liam cleared his throat. “I apologize if I was … using any undue influence on you. You were thinking about the blank spot?”

      “Yes.” I kept my gaze on the candle, gently swirling the wax to cool it in layers, distracting myself. “I’ve encountered them before. Twice. With ashes, as well. The first time, my mother suggested that the interment was empty, or that I wasn’t …”

      “Powerful enough to read it.”

      “Yes.”

      He glanced at the headstone, his expression darkly thoughtful. “But that isn’t the case now. Not after … all your recent training.”

      I thought Liam’s hesitation might have been a reluctance to mention the elf invasion. Again. When his own sister, Gabby, had amplified me so much and for so long while I was trying to close the other-dimensional portal that she’d drained almost all of her magic. It had taken her months to recover.

      It had taken all of us months to recover. Mentally more than physically, since we had access to the most powerful healer in the world at the time. And magic often made up for that level of draining, of being near death, by doubling or tripling in power.

      “No,” I finally said. It was possible that I was actually more powerful than my mother now. Though she had more skill and experience, and typically necromancers grew more powerful with age. “The second time was actually on the day I left for the Academy. I stopped here before catching my flight —”

      “Of course you did.”

      I gave him a look.

      He grinned unrepentantly. Unfortunately, the expression slipped from his face as quickly as it had appeared.

      I’d been questioning my decision to attend the Academy, and wandering through Mountain View a final time before departing had settled me firmly into the choice. I had stopped by my favorite headstone and allowed my unfocused magic to reach across the expanse of the cemetery, caressing the gravesites — as creepy as that sounded, even in my head. Saying farewell but not goodbye.

      Mountain View was part of me. A huge chunk, really. Our magic forever intertwined. Till death do us part.

      Realizing I was just sitting in front of Liam, lost in the remembrance and my concern over leaving the cemetery behind for any length of time, I cleared my throat. “It was an interment from 1945. Unmarked, except for the date. I actually texted the info about both blanks to Tony, but then got busy at the Academy and never followed up with him.”

      “So?” Liam sighed. “The ashes are likely … corrupted somehow? You won’t be able to speak to the shade?”

      That didn’t sound right or feel at all possible, especially when dealing with nonmagicals. And it certainly hadn’t been covered in my Academy training. But I had no other explanation. “I’ll look into it further. I really had just assumed my mother was right. That I wasn’t powerful enough to pull an impression.”

      Liam nodded, still looking at the headstone. Possibly only half listening.

      I deemed the candle solid enough to tuck into my satchel, then I stood. My jeans were wet from the knees down.

      “I’ll drive you home,” Liam said gruffly. Then he stepped away before I could refuse.

      I scooped Ed up. But before I walked away, I glanced down at the headstone.

      I knew I shouldn’t have, but I did. I couldn’t not at least look. At least know her name.

      Tanya Atkinson

      2008 – 2017

      Beloved Daughter

      Never Forgotten

      Tanya. A sharp pain arced through my chest. I pressed Ed against it. He wiggled, but I held him tightly. Hot tears spiked, and I fought them back. I was tired, jet-lagged, and a little overwhelmed about returning home after pretty much running away. No matter how legitimate the choice to get the training and education had been.

      I didn’t have dominion over life and death. I hadn’t hurt this child. But someone might have.

      I looked over at Liam.

      He was watching me from two rows over. Hands shoved into the pockets of his suit pants again.

      “I’ll look into it.”

      He nodded. “We both will. Come. I’ll take you home. You need to sleep.”

      I stepped toward him, still holding Ed like a tiny, rounded shield against my heart. “I should check in with Tony first.”

      He shook his head. “He’s on duty for a couple more hours. Grab a nap, some food, and meet him later.”

      Liam reached for me. And as if it were the most natural thing in the world, I wrapped my arm around his again, leaning into him for comfort.

      “Thank you,” he murmured. “For breaking the rules. For me.”

      “Misfits unite!” I declared quietly, trying to jest but not quite making it work.

      He snorted. “Misfits. Right. I’m not sure how I got grouped in with the rest of you, though.”

      “I didn’t write the club guidelines,” I groused. “I just enforce them. Hence, having your back.”

      “If your mother hasn’t encountered the blank spot phenomena …” His tone was distracted again, remote. As though he could hold onto the present only for a few moments before getting sucked back into his own head. And possibly caught in an endless loop about Tanya’s mysterious death. A case that might have no solution because nothing untoward had happened.

      “I have access to an extensive library. I can ask Teresa Garrick. I can search the Academy online database, though admittedly it’s thin. Jasmine was working on adding to it.”

      Liam grunted. “With Tony.”

      “Right. And Benjamin.”

      Liam’s arm tensed under my hand. “Yeah,” he drawled. “And the chronicler.”

      “He’s been bugging you, eh? Pestering you with questions?”

      “He doesn’t pester.”

      No, Benjamin Garrick was epically polite. Detached even. Sharply focused, but not aggressive. I shoved thoughts of the vampire out of my head and glanced around. “Where did you park?”

      “On Forty-First.”

      “But you came in on Fraser.”

      He went quiet for a moment, then asked in a deceptively casual tone, “How did you know?”

      I laughed. “That’s for me to know, sorcerer.”

      “And for me to find out?”

      I grinned, feeling myself starting to flush again. What the hell was going on with my hormones? “I’m cultivating an air of mystery.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. “With the undead turtle, the knitting, and the …” He peered down at the colorful fringe of my poncho. “… beads clicking and clacking while you walk?”

      “Yes,” I said haughtily. “You have absolutely no idea where to even start figuring me out.”

      He laughed, a little uproariously for my taste. He sobered quickly, though, murmuring absentmindedly, “Mysterious through and through.”

      I didn’t press my point.

      Mysteries didn’t explain themselves, after all.
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        * * *

      

      We pulled up to the curb before a heavily weathered, cream-colored grand Georgian manor. The front gardens were out of control. The laurel hedge was easily three meters tall, as well as completely encroaching on the sidewalk. I was surprised my mother hadn’t gotten a notice about it from the city. But then, she might have received a fine and not even opened it. Or cared.

      All the other houses — mansions, really — in the immediate area were pristinely kept. Stone walls topped by wrought-iron railings were scrubbed clean of any encroaching moss. Cedar hedges and trees were pruned into symmetrical shapes. Gated circular driveways were sharply edged in brick or neatly trimmed lawn.

      But not our home. At least not since my father had died.

      I didn’t get out of the car. After a moment, Liam turned off the engine.

      “No one home?” he asked quietly, glancing up at the dark house. The closed wrought-iron gate that bisected the front path was wedged into the overgrown hedge.

      “No lights,” I said. The statement came out more resentful than I’d intended.

      “Well,” he drawled, “necromancers live here …”

      I laughed despite myself. Then I laid my hand on the latch, opened the door, and forced myself to climb out of the warm car. Liam tugged my duffle from the back seat, passing it to me.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, settling my free hand on the top of the passenger door with the intention of closing it.

      “Lunch tomorrow?”

      I nodded. “Sushi. I’ve been craving it for months. Text me a time. I’ll text Tony and remind him about the info I sent him. I’ll see what we can cobble together about the blank spots before then.” I shut the car door. The house was looming behind me, and I wanted to confront it, to sever the strange, stifling power it apparently had over me.

      I really was jet-lagged.

      The front gate was actually stuck. I had to shove it with my shoulder. The bricked front path was overgrown, half covered in spreading veins of moss. The place practically screamed ‘creepy dark magic.’

      And the massive set of wooden double front doors were unlocked.

      So typical.

      Liam didn’t pull away from the street-side curb until I stepped inside, crossing into the darkness awaiting me. I closed the door behind me, resolute — but heavy with the sadness I’d brought with me from the cemetery.

      I pressed back against the door, suddenly wishing I’d invited the sorcerer inside with me. Or, even better, had gone somewhere else with him instead. Shared a meal, surrounded by the comforting chatter of the other restaurant patrons. Then wandered out into a city awash with lights, shoulders and maybe even fingers brushing.

      Just comforted by being together.

      I remembered that feeling. The sense of being watched over by Liam, even though I’d spent the bulk of our days together drained of magic and scared of losing everyone I loved or cared for. That was a short list. Really short. And almost all of them had been in perpetual danger during that dark time. Jade, Kandy, then Benjamin and Jasmine …

      But as he’d said only an hour ago, Liam had had my back.

      The empty front entranceway stretched before me, a vast marble floor leading to a sweeping staircase. The house felt chilly. Abandoned.

      I sighed as I pushed off the door, turning the heavy bolt and dropping the security bar in place. If my mother came home, she wouldn’t be able to enter through the front. I snorted, stupidly pleased by the idea of forcing her to shove her way through the overgrown greenery into the backyard and through the kitchen. She wouldn’t even remember that the garage also led into the house. She wouldn’t know how to open it from outside. The cars housed inside had been there since my father died.

      Even my mother’s beloved child, my brother Rusty, hadn’t been allowed to drive our father’s vehicles. They probably wouldn’t even start after all these years …

      I didn’t remember my father. Not in any substantial way. I knew things about him. Well, I’d been told things, mostly by Rusty. Our father, who had passed his witch magic on to my brother, had been descended from the founding members of the coven. His ancestors had come with the Godfreys to the Pacific Northwest to establish a coven. As a necromancer, I went by my mother’s name, Novak.

      The details of my father’s demise were still murky for me. And doomed to forever remain so, since my mother refused to answer a single question about my dad’s death. Rusty, if he’d known anything more than he shared, had taken those secrets to the grave.

      I couldn’t even recall my father’s or brother’s shades. I had no idea where my father was even interred — and had long suspected that he wasn’t. Whatever had happened to him might well have consumed his body. And what felt like two lifetimes ago now, Rusty’s ghost had willingly carried a necromancy spell cast against his murderer, the black witch Sienna. He’d been the delivery system, and had gotten his revenge on her in the end. His soul had … moved on. And no matter how powerful I grew, I knew I would never try to recall him.

      It was difficult, not being able to trust your own brother after death.

      Yeah, Liam had been right. Necromancers did live here … or more accurately, this was the house of one grief-frozen necromancer. A massive monument to the dead — my father and the generations that had come before him, as well as my brother. My childhood home.

      I sighed a second time, shoved aside my internal whinging, and headed upstairs to hopefully fall straight into bed.
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