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CHAPTER 
1
Elysia tucked her hands in her pockets and bent her head against the damp wind. This February had been mild—mild enough that it rained instead of snowed—but it was still too cold for the lightweight jacket she wore. She had left her heavy coat at her grandmother’s house when she visited over Christmas. She should call and ask for it to be sent to her, but that would give Grams another opportunity to lecture her about wasting her life—and talent. Elysia had gotten her fill of that over the holidays.
She hesitated at the corner, and after a quick look in both directions, crossed against the light. It was too cold to obey the traffic laws. She cut through an alley and stepped out onto the parking lot behind the building where she tended bar five nights a week. It wasn’t the career she had envisioned when she graduated college three years ago, but it paid the bills. Mostly.
The wind shifted, tugging at her hood, and she reached up to hold it in place. That’s when she became aware of another tug on her senses. This one familiar and as natural as breathing. Death called to her, somewhere in the darkness near the back door of the bar. She stopped in the shadow of a neighboring building and reached out. The call was too strong for it to be anything other than a human.
The back door of the bar opened, and Elysia jumped in surprise. She had been so lost in the call, that she hadn’t been paying attention to her surroundings. A tall blonde stopped in the doorway, her legs and arms bare beneath the mini skirt and sleeveless top she wore.
“You out here?” The woman squinted in the dim light. The illumination from the dirty bulb over the door didn’t carry far.
Suddenly, the woman wasn’t alone. A man stepped out of the darkness beyond the door and walked toward her. His footfalls made no sound against the wet pavement. The woman didn’t flee into the bar like Elysia expected. Instead, she nudged a broken brick against the doorframe to keep the door from closing, and walked out to meet him.
“Where did you go?” the woman asked him. “That brunette was hot, and interested.”
The man moved closer. If he said anything, Elysia didn’t catch the words. She reached out once more, and gasped. Here was the death she had felt. Dear God, a zombie. And this woman seemed to know him. Had he just been killed and animated? If so, he was animated by blood. Elysia didn’t sense direct necromancer control. Then there was the fact that he was right behind her place of employment. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Who knew she was here? And why would—
The dead man captured the blonde by the shoulders and pushed her back against the wall.
“Hey!” Elysia shouted and walked toward them. She hesitated to take command of the zombie. If his handler was nearby, he would know what Elysia was, and she wasn’t about to give that away until she had to.
The woman whispered something to the zombie, then shoved him. To Elysia’s surprise, he stumbled back a step. “Don’t screw this up,” the woman told him. She stepped back inside, kicking the brick out of the way to let the door slam behind her.
Elysia slowed. Had the woman been the zombie’s controller? Now what? Should Elysia follow her inside and confront her?
The man began to turn, and Elysia noted the wide shoulders and how well the ripped jeans fit. She had to give the woman credit. She knew how to bait her.
Elysia gave herself a mental shake. Gross. She was admiring a corpse. Maybe it was time to find a boyfriend before she ended up like crazy Aunt— No, not going there.
The man finished his turn. “Yes?”
Elysia skidded to a stop, almost falling on the wet asphalt. He wasn’t a zombie. Zombies were mindless shells of humanity animated by a necromancer or her blood. This man was a lich: an animated corpse with his consciousness still intact.
“Did you need something?” He cocked his head slightly, earnest eyes meeting her own. She couldn’t discern the color of his eyes in the dim light, but she could see that they weren’t filmed over in death. God, he hadn’t been dead long.
“Miss?” He took a step toward her. “You look a little pale. Do you need to sit down?” He reached out as if to take her elbow. “Can I help you get somewhere?”
She said the first thing that came to mind. “Sit.”
His legs folded and his butt hit the ground with a wet splat. He looked up with wide horrified eyes that likely reflected her own expression.
“Oh, shit,” they said in unison. She never expected to meet her first lich behind a bar in Athens, Ohio. Maybe at a family reunion…
“You’re a necro,” he said.
“And you’re dead.”
He glanced around, checking for witnesses. “And now I’m yours.” He frowned up at her. “What would you command of me—other than a wet ass?”
She blinked. “I didn’t expect you to be this… articulate.”
Anger lit his eyes. “What? Did you think I was just a dumb animal?”
Wow, she had insulted a corpse. That was a new one.
Without warning, he shoved himself off the ground and into a crouch.
“Stop!” She took a hasty step back.
He dropped to a knee and doubled over with a grunt, as if he had been punched.
“Stay where you are,” she added, her tone softer. “Who do you belong to?”
He lifted his head and glared, perhaps hoping to intimidate her. It would be more effective if he wasn’t kneeling at her feet.
“Were you sent to expose me?”
He maintained his frown—and his silence.
“Tell me,” she said.
“I belong to no one.” He fisted his hands, but made no other move.
“Who Made you?”
He gritted his teeth and the muscle in his lower jaw flexed.
“Was it the woman you were talking to?”
“No. She’s my friend.”
Elysia frowned. She didn’t think he could lie to her, but he could avoid telling the whole truth. If his creator had given him a command, Elysia would have a hard time subverting it. But there was a solution. If she made him hers, he would tell her everything.
“Get up,” she told him.
He rose to his feet, moving closer as he did.
She stood her ground. “You will not harm me.”
Something much like a growl came from his throat. It was the creepiest thing she had ever heard.
“Come.” She turned and headed for the street.
“As my lady commands,” he muttered and followed.
 
Elysia walked the three blocks to her small apartment, keenly aware of the dead man following a few paces behind. He maintained his silence, and each time she glanced back, he was busy surveying their surroundings as if he expected someone to jump out at them. His intensity made her nervous.
She knew little of liches aside from the stories. The power to create one was so rare that only a few were said to be Made each century. That meant that a very powerful necro could be nearby. She only knew of two others powerful enough to create a lich. One was the Deacon, the most powerful necromancer in the Midwest, and the other was his son.
Elysia followed the cracked sidewalk to her apartment, eyeing every shadow and potential hiding spot. She glanced over her shoulder and found the lich’s gaze on her. A shiver crawled up her spine. Rumors held that a powerful necromancer could watch the world through the eyes of those he had Made. She didn’t believe that, but now, alone in the dark with this dead man, she couldn’t help but wonder. It was another reason to make him hers.
She led him around to the back door and into the outdated kitchen. It looked like Ernie, her roommate, had already left for his shift at Dairy Mart, though he hadn’t been gone long. The smell of his favorite frozen pizza still hung in the air.
“Please have a seat.” She gestured at one of the three mismatched chairs surrounding the 1950s-style dining table.
“That’s more a request than a command.” He studied her as he spoke. In the bright light of the kitchen, she noted that his eyes were a vivid forest green. An interesting contrast to his jet-black hair. What a shame he was dead.
He pulled out the nearest chair and dropped into it. At the last moment, she remembered his wet jeans and flinched. He had probably ruined the seat cushion.
He caught her eye and the corner of his mouth curled upward.
A chill rolled over her. Death hadn’t robbed him of his intellect.
He frowned under her scrutiny. “What?”
She chewed her lip, but didn’t comment. All she wanted was to get this over with. Crossing the room, she tugged at the warped drawer beside the sink until it abruptly rattled open, almost spilling its contents on the floor. She considered the three knives and selected the one with the shortest blade.
“What are you doing?” The scrap of chair legs across tile accompanied his words.
She turned to find him on his feet. His will brushed against the sliver of her soul she had injected into him on her first command. With no soul of his own, he couldn’t hope to push her out, yet that touch of a will surprised her. And if she were honest, it fascinated her, too. She had always denied her gift, but deep down, the lure to use it always remained. She thought of it as her darker self. A self she would love to deny existed.
“Sit,” she said.
He fell into the chair so quickly it almost tipped over backward.
His eyes dropped to the knife she held. “What are you going to do?”
“Silence.”
His mouth snapped shut.
Elysia had to stop herself from apologizing. After all, he was little more than a corpse, sent here to antagonize her. She forced her feet to carry her closer.
“Don’t move,” she said, aware of how easily he could overpower her. The dead possessed incredible strength. She stopped beside him. “I’ve never done this before. I know there are fancy ceremonies and weeks of preparation, but I don’t need them.”
His brow wrinkled in apprehension.
“You’re lecturing a dead man, Ely. Get on with it.” She gripped the knife tightly, trying to force out the shakes, and eyed the other hand. The fingertips were not an option. Too sensitive and not enough blood. The wrist? That seemed dangerous. People slit their wrists to commit suicide. She wanted to bind with the dead, not become one of them. Her eyes slid up the pale skin of her inner forearm. Out of the way and an easy place to stick a bandage—providing she had one.
“Okay,” she whispered.
He watched with wide eyes, probably thinking she intended to use the knife on him—though the dead had nothing to fear from a paring knife, or any weapon. Nothing short of fire or decapitation would stop them.
She pressed the blade against the soft flesh of her arm, making an indention, but no wound. “I should probably sharpen my knives.” She applied more pressure, drawing it slowly across her skin. “Peeling potatoes can be—”
The knife broke the skin and she sucked in a breath.
He growled—there was no other way to describe it. She looked up in surprise and then down again as a bead of crimson rolled toward her wrist. She dropped the knife to the table.
“Tell me your name,” she whispered.
“James.”
“James,” she repeated, and they both gasped as what she had tied between them tightened. She held out her arm. “Drink.”
This time his growl stood her hair on end, but he gripped her arm in both hands and brought the wound to his mouth. She braced herself for the cold brush of his dead lips, but gasped instead when his warm mouth settled against her skin. His hot tongue scraped across the wound and pain shot up her arm all the way to her shoulder.
“James,” she whispered, intent on finishing it. “You are mine. From this moment forward, for as long as I live, you are mine.” The pain vanished and the soul-bond shifted and grew.
He groaned and ran his tongue along the wound again.
“We are bound,” she forced out. “When my life ceases, so does yours.”
The link between them exploded into life, slamming deep into the very core of her being—and his. He threw himself away from her with enough force that he ended up on the floor beside his overturned chair.
She turned and stumbled across the kitchen, catching the doorframe to regain her balance. She pushed off and all but fell into the living room. The arm of the sofa saved her from landing in the floor.
A howl rose from the kitchen, and she whirled to face the door. The deep baritone was hauntingly beautiful, but terrifying at the same time.
“Hades’s blood,” she whispered, her grandmother’s favorite curse. What the hell was that?





CHAPTER 
2
Elysia hurried across the room and snatched up the phone. Fingers poised over the buttons, she hesitated. Better think this through. She couldn’t call Grams and tell her she had soul bound someone else’s lich. Aside from being rude, it was a bit on the paranoid side. She rubbed her face with her left hand. When she lowered her hand, her eyes were drawn to her forearm. Thin streaks of blood soiled the skin, but the wound was gone. How—
A chair scraped across the kitchen tile, and she turned to face the doorway, keenly aware of the dead man in the next room. James appeared a moment later, gripping the top of the doorframe as he swayed on his feet. He bowed his head and black hair tumbled over his forehead.
If Elysia needed any evidence that he had been sent to mess with her, she only had to look at him. Tall and broad-shouldered with a handsome face, and an athletic build. He would have commanded her attention even without the call of his death.
Her eyes were drawn to his mouth—the reason she was standing here gripping her phone like it might save her from drowning. His mouth had been warm. Could he be that newly Made? She knew that liches decayed far more slowly than the average dead, but she didn’t think they retained any warmth.
James lifted his head, staring at her through the dark hair hanging over his forehead. His eyes literally glowed like green flame. She froze as if she were a deer sensing the gaze of a predator.
“What have you done?” he whispered.
His voice broke her paralysis. She turned the phone in her hand and dialed Gram’s number.
“Elysia!” her cousin’s youthful voice answered the call.
James released the doorframe and straightened, but he didn’t move toward her.
“Hey, Livie.” Elysia forced more cheer into her voice than she felt. “Is Grams around?”
“Last I saw, she was up to her elbows in Mr. Michaels.”
She assumed that was Grams’s current client, otherwise Livie would be a lot more excited.
“Could you put her on?” Elysia glanced at the doorway, but James had returned to the kitchen.
“She’ll be pissed you interrupted,” Livie said.
“Mind your language, and this is an emergency.”
Livie huffed. “Fine. Hang on.”
“James, don’t leave the house,” Elysia said. She didn’t raise her voice, but he appeared in the doorway a moment later.
“Yes, Mistress.” His eyes bored into hers from across the room. At least, they were no longer glowing. He turned and paced away, back into the kitchen as if he couldn’t stand still.
A rattle in her ear preceded Livie’s return to the phone. “So what’s this emergency?”
“I found an animated one,” Elysia said, lowering her voice. “Just off campus.”
“Really? Wow. Who’s your admirer?” A grin colored her voice. At fourteen, everything revolved around boys.
“This is serious. What respectable necromancer turns lose the undead on a college campus?”
“Maybe he’s not that talented, and it got away from him.” Livie clearly thought Elysia was talking about a zombie. But that’s what most necromancers would think. Liches were too rare to even be considered.
“Then he wouldn’t be far from the corpse,” she reminded her.
“I take exception to being called a corpse,” James said.
Elysia whirled to find him halfway across the living room. She hadn’t heard him, and she had been too absorbed in the conversation to sense him. Realizing how close he had gotten without her notice set her heart to pounding.
He flopped down on the couch and cracked open a Coke he had taken from the refrigerator. He had removed his leather coat to reveal a black concert T-shirt that fit him well.
“If you drink that, you’ll vomit,” she told him. The dead didn’t possess a working digestive system.
“Hardly. I like Coke.” He took a drink, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed.
“If you make a mess, you’re cleaning it up.”
“You should be more worried about what my ass is doing to your couch.”
“Who are you arguing with?” Livie asked.
“The corpse,” James called.
“You heard that?” Elysia asked him. No way.
He ignored her, taking another drink from his can.
“Grams!” Livie screamed. Elysia pulled the phone away from her ear.
“Little sister?” James propped his feet on the coffee table, crossing his black biker boots at the ankle.
“None of your business. And get your feet down.”
His boots thumped against the carpet. A muscle ticked in his jaw, but he didn’t look at her. “You forget. My business is now nothing but your business.”
A muddled conversation and Grams’s stern tone came over the line, “What is this child talking about?”
“I just finished a binding.”
Grams must have been stunned to silence.
“A blood binding,” Elysia clarified.
“You finally embraced your calling.”
Elysia cringed at the relief in her grandmother’s voice. This was going to get ugly. “No. I found him wandering around campus.”
“You blood bound someone else’s zombie?” Grams sounded disgusted.
Elysia could feel James watching her, but didn’t look over. “He’s not a zombie. He’s a lich—I think.”
“A lich?” James demanded, rising from the couch. He seemed upset.
“What do you mean, you think?” Grams asked. “If he’s dead and walking around, he’s either a zombie or a lich.”
Elysia didn’t answer, too preoccupied watching James stalk toward her. He was lethal grace and power. Her necromantic senses screamed that he was dead, but her eyes said differently. He didn’t look dead. He didn’t move like he was dead.
“You didn’t know,” he said.
“That him?” Grams asked.
“Stop,” Elysia commanded.
James froze where he stood.
“You’re not a lich, are you?”
James frowned, but didn’t answer.
“Tell me about him,” Grams said, her tone low and urgent.
“He’s dead, but he doesn’t look like it or move like it. I sense no rot, and he’s… warm.”
James turned away, raking a hand through his hair.
“And Grams, sometimes his eyes glow.”
“Not possible,” Grams muttered.
“I’m not making this up. Might he be New Magic?” If someone with New Magic was Made, did the magic stay? She had no idea.
“No, I meant it’s not possible that you found him. We knew he had to be out there, somewhere.”
“What? Who?”
“Tell him to change.”
James whirled to face her. “No.”
“Do it, girl,” Grams said.
“Fine,” Elysia muttered. Crazy old woman. “James, change.”
Darkness swallowed the space where James stood, but it happened so quickly, she would have missed it if she had blinked. James vanished, and in his place stood a huge black dog, familiar glowing eyes focused on her.
“Shit!” Elysia cried. “He’s a dog!”
“He’s a grim,” Grams said, between gales of laughter.
Elysia stared into green eyes that were almost on level with her own. “A what?”
“A grim. The culmination of the necromantic arts. A conglomeration of human and hellhound.”
“H-hellhound?”
“My dear, he is the Holy Grail. Bring him to me.”
James growled, soft and low. He lifted his black lips exposing a mouth full of sharp teeth.
Elysia took a hasty step back. “I, I have to work,” she said into the phone. The excuse came easily, her attention on the massive canine before her.
“This is more important. You don’t understand what you have there, what it means to us.”
Ah yes, time to play the Family card. Elysia, the Family’s brightest hope, was letting everyone down again.
“Nor do you understand the danger.”
“He’s dangerous?”
“He has the ability to rip the soul from the living.”
“What—” She cut off the question as he took a step toward her. “Stop!”
James stopped and snarled softly.
“Elysia?” Grams sounded worried.
“I’m fine. He still obeys me.”
“Hades’s Blood,” Grams muttered. “If you don’t come here, I’ll come there. Do you want your friends to see your weird necro grandma?”
Well, no. “Fine, but I don’t see why you can’t wait until Sunday.” That was her day off.
“Today, Elysia.” The line went dead.
Elysia hung up, and looked down at the huge black dog. “Grams. Any wonder why I left home?”
He growled and she took another step away from him.
“Change back.” She could handle the man.
A flash of darkness and James stood before her. He looked the same, except his dark hair was tousled, his green eyes still glowed… and he was completely naked.
Something like a squeak escaped her throat as he took her by the shoulders and pressed her against the wall.
“You didn’t know what I was,” he whispered.
“I still don’t.”
“Then why did you bind me?” His grip tightened on her shoulders.
Her breath caught as she felt the sharp edge of… claws through the fabric of her sweatshirt. “I, I thought you had been created for nefarious purposes or maybe to draw me out.”
“Draw you out?”
“Necromancers can be… territorial.” She tried to shrug, but couldn’t under his hold. “You’re a hellhound?” she asked, not sure she believed Grams.
“I’m a grim.” He spoke the words between clenched teeth. “You know, the Holy Grail of dead things.”
Damn, he had some seriously good hearing. She studied him. He was clearly pissed, but his grip didn’t hurt her. Was he as dangerous as Grams believed? Or did the soul bond she had tied him with keep him in check?
“What?” he asked. “Pondering what to do with your prize?”
“No.” It was her turn to frown. “Who Made you?”
“I was born this way.”
“How can you be born dead?”
“How can you be this clueless?”
“Well excuse me if this topic never came up in my necromancy classes.”
He lifted a dark brow. “You took classes?”
She almost laughed. “Of course not.” She pressed her hands to his chest, attempting to push him away. Warm skin over solid muscle met her palms. Startled, she pulled her hands away. “Why are you warm?” She couldn’t get over that.
“Actually, I’m finding it a bit drafty.”
Heat rose in her cheeks. “You know what I mean. You’re dead. You should be cold.”
“God, I’ve been bound by the world’s most inept necromancer. How humiliating.”
“Release me.”
He jerked his hands away as if burned. “Forgive me, Mistress.” He held up his hands and took a step back.
Her blush deepened. “What happened to your clothes?”
“You commanded me to change without removing them. Poof. And thanks. There went my wallet, along with my IDs, credit cards…”
She refused to apologize. “My roommate isn’t a big guy, but I’m sure you can find something. Go. Dress yourself and return to me.” She waved a hand toward the hall.
“As my lady commands.” He bowed at the waist.
She tried not to watch the play of muscle along his abs or his backside as he walked away.
Dead, she reminded herself. Dead, dead, dead. But warm. How did that work? Why did her necromantic senses tell her he was dead when every other sense told her otherwise?
She rubbed her face. Shit. What had she gotten herself into? Worse, she felt so guilty. He didn’t seem like a monster. But if Grams was right, he needed to be bound.
Grams. She would take him to her. She would know what to do.
Elysia wandered into the kitchen taking James’s Coke with her. He hadn’t drunk much, if any. Why the charade? Maybe he wanted to rinse the taste of her blood from his mouth. She shivered, remembering the way he had groaned, the feel of his mouth against her skin. She really needed to get a boyfriend. Or maybe it was just the magic. It had been a long time since she had truly used her power. It surprised her anew how… alive it made her feel.
She turned toward the table to collect the knife. The table was empty.
“Did you move my Coke?” James asked.
“Damn.” The word came out on a gasp as she turned to face him. “Do you do that on purpose?”
“What?” The sardonic twist of his lips belied the question. “Mine?” he asked pointing to the condensate-covered can on the counter.
“Yes.”
He crossed the kitchen to retrieve it. He had pulled on a pair of shorts, and though they covered what they needed to, they were clearly too small. He hadn’t bothered with a shirt.
“Where’s the knife?” she asked.
“Sink.” He leaned against the counter, taking a slow sip from his can while he watched her.
Goosebumps pebbled her arms under the intensity of those green eyes. Refusing to let him intimidate her, she walked over to the sink to check. The paring knife lay against the chipped porcelain surface that lined the ancient sink. The blade didn’t bare evidence of its recent use. It looked clean. Still, she turned on the hot water to give it a quick scrub.
“You thought I took it.” He didn’t sound angry.
“It wasn’t where I left it.”
“I don’t need a knife to cause harm, and besides, you put in the kill you, kill me clause.”
She tried to ignore how easily he said that, as if he wouldn’t hesitate to kill her otherwise. “It’s called a soul bond.”
“But I have no soul.”
She looked over at him. “Everyone has a soul, yours is no longer bound to this plane of existence.”
He frowned, a slight cock to his head as he considered her explanation.
“And the soul that was bound is my own. You could say we now share it.”
“That’s not the way I understood it.”
“Perhaps you should attend necromancy class.”
His lips curled, hinting at a smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Perhaps.”
She picked up the neatly folded towel and began to dry the knife. She wasn’t cut out for this. She wanted to go to work this evening, not drive home. She returned the knife to the drawer. “We need to get on the road.”
His humor evaporated. “Take me to Grams? Show her your prize?”
Elysia sighed. “I’m going to go pack.” She eyed him.
“I have a condo on the other side of town.”
“You’re not a student?” Students had to spend their first two years in campus housing.
“Part-time student. This is my first semester.”
That might explain why she had never bumped into him before. But it also bothered her. What if he really was just another magical being trying to get by in this world? No, Grams said he was dangerous, and Grams would know.
Elysia nodded and left him standing there.
 
Elysia stared up at the fancy new condo. It occurred to her that James could be a lot older than he looked. Although, if he was starting his college career, he might be younger than she was. She followed him up onto the porch. He had pulled on his leather coat over the shorts. Fortunately it was dark, so the bare legs and feet hadn’t drawn attention when they had walked to the municipal lot to get her car. He punched a number into the keypad and pushed open the front door. A draft of cold air brushed her cheeks and with it, an awareness. She froze on the threshold.
“What is it?” James asked.
“We’re not alone.”
James looked around, instantly on alert. He didn’t crouch or move, but there was something about the sudden tension in his body that made it apparent that he was ready to attack. No fear, no hesitation. Elysia stilled as she watched him. At that moment, she had no trouble believing Grams’s assertion that he was dangerous.
He turned his head to glance at her, breaking the spell. “Your soul is the only one here.” His glowing eyes slid over her in a way that made her want to cover herself. It wasn’t a leer or anything so crude. It was as if he saw within her, down to her very…
“You see souls,” she said, stunned.
“When I look, yes.” The glow in his eyes faded away. “No one’s here.”
“Not a person, a presence. This house is haunted.”
“Oh, that.” James visibly relaxed. “That’s Reggie.”
“Reggie?”
He turned and led her into the condo. “I offered to take him across, but he’s not interested.” He waved toward the open living room. “I’m going to get dressed.” He started up the stairs.
“Wait,” she called.
He stopped in mid-stride then gave her a glare. “Should I have asked for permission first?”
“If you insist on being a smartass, maybe I will make you ask.” She jogged up to the step he was on. “What do you mean take him across? Across what?”
“Across whatever divides the mortal world from the next.” His cold gaze met hers and held it.
“You really can rip souls.”
“Yes. And they don’t have to be willing.”
His confession shocked her to silence.
“May I go dress now? These shorts are riding up my ass in the worst way.”
Her cheeks heated, and she realized that he had probably said that intentionally. “Go.” She waved him on. “And pack a bag,” she called after him. “We may be gone a few days.”
“Yes, Mistress,” his voice carried down the stairs.
She frowned after him, her heart thumping a quick rhythm against her breastbone. A grim? More like the grim reaper. A power like that shouldn’t be left in the hands of one man. Especially one that seemed so angry. She remembered how he confronted that woman behind the bar. She had picked up on the anger in his body language.
Grams was right; he was dangerous.
She wandered into the living room and stopped to admire the leather furniture and enormous flat screen mounted on the opposite wall. Did his family have money or had he acquired such nice things by other means? And did she really want to know?
One wall contained a series of framed black and white photographs. They looked professionally done, and each showed a different doorway or decorative arch. Every one made her skin crawl.
On an end table, she found another picture. Unlike the photos on the wall, this appeared to be a candid shot. She leaned in for a closer look. The photo showed five people standing in front of a large Christmas tree. Two men and three women. One of the women was James’s blonde friend from behind the bar. Everyone was smiling at the photographer.
The smiles of people who were, if not family, at least very close, gave her a pang. She didn’t regret leaving home, but she did miss it. She especially missed the company of other necromancers. People like her who understood the unique demands of the magic of death. It had been a childish notion to expect to find a normal life, anywhere. She couldn’t escape the call of death.
She turned away and came nose to nose with a man missing half his face. The scream escaped before she could stop herself.





CHAPTER 
3
“Shit.” Elysia took a step back. The specter had been standing mere inches behind her in all his gory glory. If she had to guess, she would say he died in a fire. “Reggie, right?”
He blinked. Well, one eye, anyway. He was missing the other. She felt the cold brush of his soul, and his eye widened.
“Don’t even think about it,” she told him.
A series of thumps and James vaulted the handrail to land a few feet away. He glanced between the two of them, clearly able to see the specter. He straightened and gave her a frown.
“He was standing right behind me,” she complained. “He startled me.” She gave Reggie a glare. “I’ve seen worse.”
James frowned, then turned to the ghost. “Reggie, we’ve discussed this.” A pause. “No excuses.”
Elysia stared at James. “You can hear him?” Only uniquely talented necromancers could manage that, and then you had to let the specter in. No thank you.
James held up a finger, asking her to wait. “Yes, I know she’s a necro. Thanks for the warning.” He made a shooing gesture. “Leave her alone, Reg.”
The specter gave her a frown with his one remaining eyebrow, then vanished.
James tugged his black T-shirt in place over his jeans and gave her a puzzled look. “I thought necros could hear ghosts.”
“For a price.”
His brows rose in question.
“We must let them possess us.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Then what do you do?”
“I’m a bit of a ghost myself.” He shrugged and walked away.
 
The drive out of Athens was a quiet one. Her few comments on the scenery or the weather had been met with silence. Not liking the quiet, she popped in her favorite CD and turned up the volume. The manic drum beat and screaming guitar thumped through the speakers, and she tapped a finger against the steering wheel.
James glanced over. “You like metal?”
“Yes.” She had seen a couple of his T-shirts and wondered at his surprise. His taste appeared even heavier than hers. “Expecting something different?”
“I figured you would torment me with bad pop.”
“Dear God, no. I’m a necromancer, not a sadist.”
A soft snort answered her, but when she glanced over, he was studying the dark landscape outside his window. He didn’t comment further, but the silence that followed was more comfortable.
Two hours into the trip, she pulled over for gas. James climbed out of her Ford Focus and stretched to his full height.
“Next time we take my car,” he muttered, rubbing one shoulder.
“You’re sore?” Not possible. The dead had no bodily concerns. From her experience, they weren’t aware enough to know they had a body.
He rolled his shoulder and gave her a frown. “You going to stop and eat or should I get something.” He hooked a thumb toward the store.
“You eat?” She almost dropped the gas cap.
“It’s eat or starve.”
“Starving implies that you could die.”
“In my case, I go dog and slobber all over your upholstery.”
She snorted and turned to lift the gas nozzle. “Then you had better get a snack. Grams’s place is still an hour away. By the time we get there, it’ll be too late to expect more than a sandwich.”
“No offense, but if a necro is cooking, I’m not eating.”
She thunked the nozzle into the tank. “Why would I be offended?” She squeezed the lever and the gas began flowing.
James grunted and turned toward the store. He took a couple of strides and stopped. “You want anything?” he called.
“I’ll be in.”
He nodded and headed inside.
She watched him go, still not sure what to make of him. Metaphysically, he was a complete mystery, but more perplexing was his attitude. He should hate her, maybe try to hurt her, but he hadn’t tried anything. Once he had moved past his anger, he had been… civil.
She finished pumping the gas and walked inside. James waited at the counter with an assortment of chips, sweets, and a bottle of Mountain Dew.
“I thought you were getting a snack.” She placed a Diet Coke on the counter.
“What do you think this is?” he asked.
The clerk, a pretty-faced pregnant girl, gave them a grin and began bagging his purchases.
“No snack?” James asked, eyeing Elysia’s bottle of Diet Coke.
“Not hungry.” She handed the girl a couple of dollars, aware that the five in her pocket was the last of her cash. She had missed work tonight and now had to finance an unexpected road trip. It looked like a lot of Ramen Noodles next week.
James took the sack and thanked the girl, then they headed for the exit.
Elysia laid her hand on the door handle at the same moment the entry door on the other side of the counter chimed.
“Nobody move!” a male voice shouted.
James gripped her wrist.
Two men stood inside the entrance, both in ski masks and each carrying a handgun. The first raised his gun and fired toward the back of the store. Elysia dropped into a crouch before she realized that he wasn’t shooting in her direction. It took three shots until an explosion of plastic marked the end of the video camera. The man stopped at the counter and pointed his gun at the cashier.
“Empty the drawer.” He tossed a cloth tote bag on the counter.
James toed off his boots, his attention never leaving the two men.
“What are you doing?” Elysia whispered.
The second man noticed them and hurried toward their side of the counter. “You two, on the floor.”
James didn’t comment. Instead he undid his pants and shoved them down.
“Listen you twisted fuck. On the floor or I pop you one. Or better yet, your girl.” He swung the gun toward her.
James growled, and the gunman’s eyes returned to him.
“What the hell?”
“Exactly.” James tossed his shirt aside and sprang at the guy.
The gun fired. This close, it made Elysia’s ears ring. Darkness enveloped James, and an enormous black dog landed where he should have.
The gunman screamed—very high and very loud—and began to fire repeatedly.
James the hellhound jumped, covering the distance between himself and the gunman in one leap. Elysia expected the pair to collide and crash to the ground, but James didn’t slam against him. He disappeared into him.
Elysia stood up. “What—”
The gunman collapsed on the floor without a sound. James was nowhere in sight, but her senses told her there was still a dead man in the room: the man on the floor.
“Hades’s blood,” she whispered.
Another gun went off, and she realized that the other gunman was just as freaked out. The cashier screamed and Elysia reached out instinctively. Joyous relief filled her as she unfettered her soul. It flowed into the empty body on the floor and brought life. Euphoria rolled through her veins, and she almost forgot her purpose.
“Rise,” she breathed, and the dead gunman came to his feet in a smooth coordinated motion. The body responded perfectly with no lingering resistance to her foreign presence. It was as if his soul had left his body so smoothly it had left no bit of himself behind to fight her.
“No,” she whispered, as the full impact of what James had done hit her. But she would think about that later. Now she willed the new body to raise the gun.
“Herb, what are you doing?” the first gunman demanded.
She fired and he staggered, but he didn’t go down. Instead, he fired back. The impact shook her new body, but there was no pain.
She leveled the gun to fire again when darkness rippled behind her target. She glimpsed a taloned hand slashing from behind, then the second gunman collapsed without a sound.
In the space where he had stood, the slash of darkness remained. A glint of red eyes was followed by green. An instant later, her green-eyed hellhound crouched over the new body.
“James?” It was a rhetorical question. She could feel the bond in him, but it was still unsettling.
Another flicker of darkness, and James the man now crouched over the gunman.
“You going to keep that?” He jerked his chin toward the gunman she still held.
Heat rose in her cheeks and she pulled back her hold. The pain of her soul’s return made her gasp, and the body fell to the floor.
“You ripped out his soul,” she said. Knowing he could was one thing, but seeing him do it was something else entirely.
“Yes.” He held her gaze with his still glowing eyes.
A groan sounded from behind the counter. The clerk.
“No,” James whispered, then vaulted the counter.
Still a bit disoriented from the animation, Elysia wasn’t as graceful. She stumbled around the end of the counter. James knelt beside the girl who lay unmoving on the floor. He pressed his fingers against the other side of her head, and they came away bloody.
Elysia grabbed a roll of paper towels from beneath the counter and knelt beside him. “Was she shot?”
“Yes.”
Elysia ripped off a handful of towels and passed them to him. It quickly became apparent that he would need more. There was so much blood.
“Her soul is leaving,” he whispered.
Elysia bit her lower lip. She had to take his word for it. She wouldn’t feel the difference until the woman was actually dead.
“But the baby’s still here,” he said.
“Oh.” That would change as soon as the mother died.
“Please, don’t go,” James muttered.
Elysia realized that he spoke to the girl’s spirit. Could she hear him? A cell phone rested beside the open register, and Elysia picked it up to dial 911.
“She won’t listen,” James whispered. He took the dying girl’s hand in his.
The operator picked up, and Elysia gave her a quick description of what had happened—with a few embellishments to hide the necromancy.
“Help’s on the way,” she told him, returning the phone to the counter.
“She’s going. I can’t stop her.” He raised glowing eyes to hers. “Can you do something?”
Yes, animate her body after she goes. But she didn’t say that. Voicing her frustration wouldn’t help.
“If we can keep her here until they take the baby, maybe…” He pressed a bloodied hand to the girl’s swollen stomach. “Do you think she’s far enough along?”
“I haven’t a clue,” Elysia admitted.
“The soul is so strong. So here.” He closed his eyes, his brow wrinkled in anxiety.
Elysia drew a breath, and he opened his eyes as if knowing what she would say.
“There is something,” she said.
“Yes?”
“I can bind her soul… to her body.”
“You mean, make her a lich.”
“Yes. She’ll still die, but more slowly. It’ll give the ambulance a chance to arrive. Perhaps the baby can be saved.”
James blanched, clearly not liking the idea.
She didn’t blame him. Binding this woman’s soul to her rotting corpse was not a kind thing to do. Maybe it was cowardly, but Elysia remained silent, and let him decide. She wasn’t sure what she wanted the answer to be. Her dark side was thrilled at the prospect, but the rest of her wanted to vomit.
“Do it,” he said.
She nodded and looked down at the girl, swallowing her revulsion. Was she really going to make this young woman a lich?
“What do you need me to do?” James asked.
Elysia forced herself to focus. If she was going to do this, she had to do it right. “See if you can find something sharp. I’ll have to use my blood. Then you’ll need to get dressed and cart me out of here.”
“What does it do to you?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never done this. It should only drain me—unless I screw up. Then I die.”
He glanced between the girl and her. Worried for his own existence? If Elysia died, so did he. For some reason, she didn’t think that was his concern.
“I won’t screw up,” she said, holding his gaze with her own.
He smiled. “You remind me of someone.”
She scooted closer and took the girl’s face in her hands. “Who?”
He shook his head. “Not now. How long will this take? If the ambulance comes…”
“Seconds.”
“I always had the impression that lich making was a big deal.”
“It is. I’m not a normal necro.”
“Meaning?”
“Later.” She leaned in closer to the girl. “Do me a favor? Keep what I’m about to do to yourself?”
“Who would I tell?”
“My grandmother.”
“You could command my silence.”
“I could.”
He grunted. “Shall we see if death can save a life?”
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James handed Elysia a box cutter and watched as she snapped it open. This blade looked much sharper than that knife she had used in her kitchen. Maybe he shouldn’t let her do this. She took a deep breath that shook when she released it. He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t get the words out before she ran the box cutter across her forearm. The scent of Elysia’s blood colored the air, the iron-rich aroma calling to him. James pushed to his feet and hurried away.
He returned to his clothes, alarmed by his reaction, his longing to once again drink the ambrosia that flowed in her veins. God, what was wrong with him? He pulled on his clothes and considered escaping to the fresher air outside.
He looked toward the counter, using the hound’s sight to see the souls on the other side. He squinted in the brightness that was Elysia. He had never seen a soul that glowed so brightly. Not even Addie’s.
He felt it the moment Elysia bound the girl’s soul. It stopped fluttering about her body and sank inside. He didn’t want to think too deeply about what Elysia was doing, but he couldn’t ignore it. The girl was being bound to her dying body. But maybe the baby could be saved.
A thump sounded from the other side of the counter and Elysia groaned.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
When she didn’t answer, he rushed around the counter. She lay slumped against the wall, holding a wad of tissues to her forearm.
“Hey.” He moved closer.
“It’s done,” Elysia whispered. Her eyes were half closed, but he still glimpsed white irises where golden-brown had been.
“I see.” He squatted beside her and then regretted the move when the strong scent of her blood washed over him. His mouth immediately began to water. It was a bizarre reaction he had never had before, but then, he had never been exposed to necromantic blood. The vibrancy and vitality he could smell. Even the color seemed brighter, more full of life.
“How badly did you nick yourself?” Not wanting to, but knowing he must, he caught her wrist and rotated it toward him.
“It didn’t heal like it did with you,” she said, the words a little slurred.
He pulled away her other hand and found an inch long cut, still sluggishly bleeding. “Heal?”
“Does your saliva have healing properties?” Her head drooped and her tawny blonde hair fell forward, obscuring her face.
Unease crawled along his spine as he remembered his brothers’ ability to heal him. “I’ve never made it a habit to lick open wounds.” It was hard to tell with the new blood, but he saw no evidence of the cut from earlier this evening.
“That would be gross,” she mumbled.
An ambulance siren wailed in the distance. He lifted his head, listening. It was still miles away, but they needed to leave or answer some uncomfortable questions.
He glanced at the clerk and found both souls still firmly attached. The clean towels Elysia had placed under her head were not as blood saturated as earlier.
James scooped Elysia up and headed for the door. He paused long enough to retrieve his bag of snacks and hurried to her tiny car. He placed her, still muttering about something, in the passenger seat and cracked his head climbing into the driver’s side. He put the seat back as far as it would go, but still felt cramped. Grumbling, he punched the accelerator and left the ill-fated convenience store behind.
He continued down the road in the direction she had been headed. How long would Elysia be out of it? Could he make it to Cincinnati? And then what? She had only to give him a command and force him to kill everyone he cared about. He didn’t think she would, but it wasn’t a chance he could take.
“James?” Even though she slurred the letters together, he still felt the tug on the sliver of soul she had buried within him. It seemed to do that every time she said his name.
“Yes?”
“I’m thirsty.”
“Just a minute.” He glanced at the sack on the back seat and then at her slouched form. “Let me pull over.”
He drove until he spotted a rutted lane that led to an ancient barn a hundred yards off the road. The little Ford bounced and thumped over the dips and ruts. After one particularly deep rut, Elysia sat up with a gasp and gripped the dashboard.
“Did we wreck?” she asked.
“No, it’s a bumpy country road.” He brought the car to a stop and reached into the back seat to retrieve his bag of goodies. He pulled out her Diet Coke, cracked it open, and handed it to her. “You got it?” he asked when she fumbled the bottle.
“Mmm,” she answered, tipping up the bottle. A drop escaped and rolled down to her chin. She took the bottle away and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. He glimpsed her forearm in the glow of the dashboard.
“Are you still bleeding?” he asked. He had adjusted to the scent of her blood—after driving with his window down for several miles. Even so, the smell made him edgy.
She rotated her wrist to reveal her forearm. A drop of blood had rolled to the crease of her elbow. “Yeah,” she said. “Is that bad?”
He grunted. Though it was down to a trickle, it should have stopped by now.
“Grams once told me about her cousin. She tried to make a lich, and she bled to death.”
James cocked his head. “Did she hit an artery or something?”
“Nope. She wasn’t strong enough.” Elysia continued to stare at her arm. “I am, but two bindings in one day is a bit much.” She snorted. “Never thought I’d hear myself say that.”
James watched a second droplet move toward her wrist. He took her Diet Coke out of her hand and twisted the cap into place before dropping it on the floorboard.
“I was drinking that,” she complained.
He cupped the back of her forearm, and before he could reconsider, leaned over and ran his tongue along the cut.
Elysia yelped, but he wouldn’t let her pull away. Like earlier today, her blood burned across his tongue and down his throat, setting his body on fire. Life. How ironic that necromancers dealt in death when in truth, their power was life.
“James.”
The bond tightened, and without warning, she sank more of herself into him. Damn, that felt good. His own power rose in response, like to like. His vision changed and his skin tingled. He lifted his head and had to squint against the brightness of her soul.
Her head fell back against the headrest, and she stared at him with wide white eyes. She lifted her hand to rub her fingers lightly along his jaw.
“So warm,” she whispered.
His blood chilled as he remembered another necromancer saying the same thing. Clarissa, Neil’s mother. Her eyes had been as white as Elysia’s. Unsettled, he began to pull away when her fingers slid across his lips.
“You’ve got a great mouth,” she told him.
Creeped out or not, he smiled. She might sound lucid, but she was clearly out of it.
“Kiss me,” she whispered.
He had a second to register his shock, and then the compulsion kicked in. He leaned in and covered her mouth with his. He should be pleased at the opportunity to make out with a pretty girl, but the necromantic compulsion took all the fun out of it.
Elysia’s arms came up around his shoulders, and she parted her lips for him. A few brushes of her tongue and the necromancer thing wasn’t such a turn off. She groaned and one hand slid up the back of his neck into his hair. James was still riding high from her blood, his body alive in a way he had never truly felt. He wondered what she would do if he pulled her into his lap.
“Elysia,” he said against her lips. They gasped in unison as the bond flared up once more.
“That’s not suppose to happen,” she whispered. “I—”
“Careful.” He pressed a finger to her lips, still damp from his kiss. “You’re not yourself. Don’t give me any commands you might later regret.”
She frowned. “I gave you a command?”
“Yes.” He wondered if she was disappointed.
“Oh God.” She pushed open the passenger door and almost fell out in her haste to leave.
By the time he climbed out of the car, she had already disappeared around the side of the barn. He walked after her, unconcerned about losing her in the darkness. With a taste of her soul, he would always be able to find her again.
He reached the corner of the barn and heard retching. A peek around the corner revealed what he expected, she was on her knees emptying her stomach. Another side effect of her over-use of necromancy? Concerned, he took a step toward her.
“Dead, Elysia,” she whispered. “Dead, dead, dead. Why do you keep forgetting?” She retched again.
James stood in silence a moment, then retreated to the car. He didn’t know why it bothered him. He had always known that no woman would have him once she knew what he was, but to make a necromancer sick? Not cool. Necros were known for their depravity.
He glanced toward the barn. He was alone, and she was weak right now. It was an opportunity he couldn’t ignore. If he got far enough away, could he resist her call?
Addie. He would go to Addie. If anyone could figure out a way to free him, she could.
He shrugged off his coat and tossed it on the driver’s seat. Goosebumps pebbled his arms. This February had seen higher temperatures than usual, but it was still cold.
Hands on the hem of his shirt, he hesitated. He should make sure Elysia made it back to the car before he left.
No, she wasn’t that out of it. She would be fine. He had to get out of here while he still could. He tugged his shirt up to his armpits and stopped.
If Elysia died, he could be banished from the mortal plane. Would he end up trapped in the land of the dead? That’s what had happened to Gavin, the grim before him.
Grumbling, he pulled his shirt down and walked toward the barn. Why did she have to soul bind him? A blood bond would have been sufficient to tie him to her. Why add the if-I-die-you-die clause? Had she been that afraid of him?
He stepped around the corner of the barn and stopped. Elysia was gone.





CHAPTER 
5
James called the hound and his senses came to life. He turned in a slow circle, looking for the glitter of Elysia’s now familiar soul. Nothing.
He sifted through the scents and caught a whiff of her strawberry shampoo. Yet it seemed to have moved beyond this area. Unease fluttered through his stomach, the situation reminding him a bit too much of the time he had lost Rowan at that haunted crematorium. But Rowan’s soul had been masked from James’s sight by another. This old barn didn’t appear haunted. So where had Elysia gone? Distance did limit the hound’s sight. Could she have moved far enough away in the short time he had been gone?
James stripped off his clothes and slid into his other form, but even the hound’s greater range failed to spot her. He took off into the trees.
Ghosting through the forest, his footsteps made no sound in last fall’s leaf litter. He circled the barn in wider and wider loops, but found no sign of her. It seemed she had vanished. If she were a grim, he would suspect she had jumped into the land of the dead.
He remembered Addie’s necromancer… friend and his hackles rose. He could travel to the land of the dead, but Ian Mallory was a lich king. A dead necromancer who was now a lich himself. The man’s power was nothing like James had ever felt—or was it? Elysia had made a lich in seconds with nothing but her blood.
James pulled open the portal and jumped through, his body shifting forms without his conscious control. He now stood on two legs in the dim red glow, his body a meld between hellhound and man.
Hello, little brother, Gavin said in his old world brogue. He stepped into James’s line of sight, his form the same, except his eyes glowed red where James’s were green.
I want to learn to soul track. James didn’t like to ask Gavin for favors. For one, the guy was insane—who knew if the information was accurate.
Have you lost someone, little brother? The pretty alchemist?
I simply wish to learn.
Will you bring her back? I like her scent, and I long to taste her.
James snarled. Stay away from her.
Touchy, touchy. Gavin stepped closer. To soul track, you must have first tasted the soul.
I have.
Then it is a simple matter. Hold that taste in your mind and let your desire for it guide you.
You’re messing with me.
Gavin lifted his upper lip, exposing a muzzle full of teeth. Faith, little brother.
James sighed, the sound closer to a growl in this form. He pulled open the portal.
You must track from here. Only this form has that power.
James let the portal go. Why?
This is our true form, the two as one. You must be one or the other on the mortal plane. The hound feels no desire and the human cannot see the soul.
But what if the one I seek is on the mortal plane?
The soul transcends all: there, here, and beyond.
James studied the creature before him. How could he know that? Then, too, Gavin could be blowing smoke up his ass. But James was out nothing for trying. He closed his eyes.
Yes. Gavin moved closer. His body gave off no heat—he truly was a ghost—but James sensed his closeness.
Can you taste it still? Gavin asked. Life? True life?
Yes, James whispered, though he really hadn’t meant to. He didn’t want Gavin to have any part of this, yet just the thought of the ambrosia that was Elysia’s blood had him in thrall.
Find her, Gavin whispered, his tone low, urgent… excited.
James didn’t question how Gavin knew the one he sought was female. He probably thought he searched for Addie. But James had never tasted Addie’s blood in its pure form. Suddenly he wanted to.
Focus, Gavin said.
James focused on Elysia, his body beginning to tingle with the anticipation of another taste. Then he felt her. She wasn’t far, but nowhere was far from here.
Careful. Gavin’s voice was distant and growing fainter. Do not let your desire rule you.
James’s clawed feet thumped against the ground, and it wasn’t until that moment that he realized he had traveled. He opened his eyes and found the landscape unchanged. Gavin was gone, yet he wasn’t alone.
She was there, here, in the land of the dead. Her soul a beacon of light in this dark, featureless place. He took a step toward her, drawn by her light and the desire that still crackled across his nerves. The blood lust.
He took a step. Then another. The distance between them shrank.
She gasped and turned to face him, her pale eyes going wide.
James hesitated, suddenly consumed by the irrational urge to hide, to not let her see his nightmare form. But that made no sense. He should want to scare her, to force her to free him.
Stop. A form James hadn’t noticed stepped between them. A cloaked woman, her features hidden, but with a soul almost as bright as Elysia’s. Child, go.
Elysia turned away. A gust of wind carrying her vibrancy, and she was gone.
She is not for you, demon.
James eyed the figure before him. He had met the occasional spirit in this place, but all fled from him here. This woman was different.
She seemed to study him from within her hood. Another gust of cool air and she was gone, though unlike Elysia, he didn’t smell life, he scented cold stone and darkness.
His hackles rose.
Turning away, he followed Elysia, the ability coming more easily or perhaps it was the freshness of her scent. An instant later, he landed on four paws beside the old barn. The moon had risen above the trees and frost now coated the grass. Elysia lay curled on her side in the old leaves piled against the side of the barn.
James shifted human and knelt beside her. “Elysia?” The disturbing bond between them tightened.
“James,” she whispered. “Don’t leave me.”
The command hit him, and any chance of going to Addie dissolved. He bowed his head, but didn’t feel the anger he expected.
Elysia mumbled something else, but didn’t wake. Which made no sense. How could she travel to the land of the dead in her sleep? Or had she passed out upon her return?
He remembered the risk she had taken to Make the girl at the store, and her confusion afterward. Had the use of her magic harmed her?
Concerned, he gathered her in his arms and carried her to the car. Leaning the passenger seat back, he placed her inside, then covered her with his coat. He turned the vehicle on to let the heater run. She didn’t stir, and he chided himself for not asking for her grandmother’s address. What would he do if she didn’t wake up?
He closed the car door and shifted into the hellhound. He dealt with anxiety better in this form.
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Elysia woke to morning sunlight streaming through the windshield. Her upper body was covered by a leather jacket that wasn’t her own. She sat up from the reclined passenger seat and groaned. Her neck was stiff and a muscle spasmed in her lower back. It said something about her exhaustion that she had been able to sleep like that. An empty Diet Coke bottle rolled around the floorboard when she shifted her feet, the noise loud in the silence. A man’s T-shirt and jeans lay on the driver’s seat.
Memories from the day before returned, and she rubbed her face, groaning again. She had bound a hellhound, created a lich, and made out with a dead guy. She could do an episode of Necromancers Gone Wild—if there were such a thing.
She opened the car door and climbed out into the cold morning air. So where was—then she saw him.
In the deep shadow at the base of the barn, unblinking green eyes watched her. The eyes, with their eerie glow, were all that was visible. The hellhound’s midnight fur vanished in the darkness. Odd that he chose to sleep as the hound. Then she remembered how she woke covered in his coat. Maybe he had been cold in only his shirtsleeves. But the kindness of the gesture didn’t relieve the uncomfortable feeling his stare elicited in her.
“Hey,” she called to him in an effort to hide her unease. “We need to get going.”
A pause, and he rose to his feet. He padded toward her without making a sound. Dear God, he was huge. More like a small pony than any breed of dog she knew.
“I’m going to… use the facilities.” She hooked her thumb toward the trees and tried to ignore the heat in her cheeks. “You want to get dressed?”
Without so much as a blink, he turned toward the car.
When she returned, James was leaning against the front fender. He watched her approach with the same unblinking detachment as the hound. She wondered how much of him was human and how much was animal.
“You ready?” she asked, needing to fill the silence.
“Is that a rhetorical question?” He pulled open the passenger door and climbed inside.
She sighed and went to the driver’s side. He was back to sullen this morning. No, more likely he was pissed that she had made him kiss her against his will. She would be pissed, too.
She took a moment to adjust the seat and mirrors. “Damn,” she muttered, catching sight of her eyes in the rearview mirror. They were no longer white, but they weren’t brown either. More like sun-bleached khaki.
“What is it?” James sounded more bored than interested.
“My eyes. I’d rather Grams not know what I’ve been up to.”
He grunted, but couldn’t leave it at that. “You said as much before. Why?”
She adjusted the mirror to view the back glass and turned the key. “I swore I’d never be a practicing necromancer. I’ll get an I-told-you-so if she sees me like this.”
“It was my understanding that a necromancer cannot physically deny his or her magic.”
She gripped the wheel. “It’s possible, but it’s painful. So painful.” She cleared her throat. “Then there’s the threat of insanity.”
“Necros are known for crazy.”
She squeezed the wheel harder. He didn’t understand, and even if he did, he had no need to treat the topic with respect. Her actions last night had probably cemented any hatred he harbored for her kind. Yet for some reason, she didn’t want him to hate her.
“It’s true. Many do go insane. I’m not sure why some do, but I do know that denying your gift is the quickest route.” She stopped to take a breath. “My mother was clinically insane before her thirtieth birthday.”
“She was institutionalized?” His tone had softened, but she didn’t look over.
“Have you ever been in a sanitarium? That’s the last place you want to put a mentally unstable necromancer. The ghosts in that place.” She shivered. “Then there’s the morgue.”
He grunted.
She made herself release the wheel. “I don’t know why I told you that.” She rubbed her face. “Just a side effect of some troubling dreams, I guess.”
“What kind of dreams?” There was an intensity in his tone that made her glance over. He was watching her again with that unblinking focus.
“I have this recurring dream. It’s always the same. It’s dark, except for this dim red glow. And a woman. I know it’s the same woman, even though I never see her face. She tells me stories about my family’s past, or so she claims. My mother and grandmother. Sometimes, even further back.” She shook her head, suddenly self-conscious. “It sounds so stupid saying this out loud. I guess that’s why I’ve never told anyone.”
“And you had such a dream last night?” His interest surprised her.
“Last night was different. Last night we were interrupted by… a nightmare.”
“A nightmare?”
“A monster.” She shivered. “Never mind. The whole dream thing has left me in a funk.”
“I’m sorry.”
After his grumpy mood, she didn’t expect concern. “It was just a dream.” And now he probably thought she was nuts for going on about it. She dropped the car into drive and carefully drove through the ruts to the main road.
“Why don’t you want your grandmother to know your true strength?” James asked after they had ridden in silence for a few miles.
“She thinks I’m the one to bring the Family back to prominence. She probably wants me to challenge the Deacon for his seat.”
“The Deacon of Cincinnati?” James asked.
“He lives in Cincinnati. He’s actually over much of the Midwest.”
Another pause. “Do you have the power to challenge him?”
“I’ve never met him. But I kicked his son’s ass once, and rumor has it that they’re much alike.”
James fell silent, and Elysia decided to leave it at that. He had brought them pretty far last night, curious considering he had no idea where Grams lived. They were only twenty minutes away. She was almost home.
 
Elysia shut off the engine and stared at the three-story funeral home at the end of the cul-de-sac. In its day, the large stone house had been a mansion. Built over a century ago, the building had been the home of her first ancestor to settle in the area. A symbol of her family’s wealth and power. Now it was simply another old building falling into disrepair. It needed a new roof, and the trim and soffits could use a fresh coat of paint. Even so, it was a welcome sight, though foreboding at the same time. Elysia took a deep breath and released it.
“Have you seen your grandmother since you left?” James asked.
“Yes. I didn’t leave on bad terms, exactly. But we had our differences.” That was putting it mildly, but he didn’t need to hear about all that. “At first, she gave me my space, probably thinking I’d get lonely and come home. But lately, she’s been calling more and more, trying to talk me into returning.”
“Do you?”
“I go home for Christmas and the occasional funeral.” Elysia rubbed her palms over her thighs.
“I thought your kind kept the loved ones shuffling around.”
“I avoid those funerals.”
He glanced over, and she saw his surprise before he hid it.
“I’m kidding—sort of.”
“Sort of? You have family members who would animate a loved one?”
“Yeah, well, I’m sure your family history is littered with fine, upstanding citizens.”
“Those that don’t trade their descendants’ souls, sure.”
It was her turn to glance over in surprise, but he was glaring out the windshield. “I’m sorry,” she said.
He looked up and their eyes met. “Me, too.”
She smiled. “Couple of screwed up individuals, aren’t we?”
“That’s a polite way to put it.”
She forced a laugh, but couldn’t sustain it.
“So, what happens when the prodigal daughter returns bearing the Holy Grail?” he asked.
“All hell breaks loose?”
“Guess it’s fortunate I don’t burn.”
“Yeah.” She returned her attention to the man sitting beside her. “You’re not evil or dangerous.” She had seen his compassion in that convenience store. And this morning, she had awakened covered by his coat while he stood guard in the cold.
“I like to think so.”
She sighed. “I’m sorry.”
He glanced over. “You’ll release me?”
“I don’t know how.” She offered him an apologetic shrug.
He slumped in his seat, resting his head against the back.
“But maybe Grams can tell me.”
“Then take me for herself.”
Elysia considered arguing in Grams’s defense, but suspected it would be pointless until James met her. “Let’s go ask her.”
 
“Ely!” Livie threw her arms around Elysia’s neck the moment she was through the door. The girl was actually taller than her now—which was strange. Livie had come to live with them when she was only four. She had followed sixteen-year-old Elysia everywhere. An annoyance at the time, but something Elysia missed now. She tried to stay in touch, but a phone call wasn’t the same thing as being here.
“Where have you been?” Livie continued. “Grams thought you would be in last night. We called your apartment, and Ernie said you left hours before. You’ve got to get a cell phone.”
“We had car trouble. I’m sorry to worry you.”
Livie’s attention had already shifted to James. “Oh, wow.” Her blue eyes flickered white, and she did a slow lap around him. “Damn, Ely. Great body.”
James’s eyes narrowed.
“He’s not a piece of meat, Olivia.” The use of her full name earned Elysia a frown. “Where’s Grams?”
“Last I saw, doing paperwork in the office.” Livie’s frown became an odd little smile. “She said to send you up when you got here.”
Elysia thanked her and led James from the room.
“I’m sorry about that,” she told him as soon as they were alone. “The girl’s boy crazy and—”
“She touched me.”
Elysia glanced over her shoulder. “What? I didn’t see her—”
“Not physically. Can another necro take me from you?”
“If I’m away, they might take temporary control, but I’ll feel it. I won’t let anyone—”
He captured her arm, pulling her to a stop. “In the wrong hands, I’m a weapon. A lethal one.”
“They won’t—”
“You can’t know what people will or will not do. And necros especially like the zombies they can create with me.”
Heat flooded her cheeks. “I was trying to take out the other gunman. I didn’t—”
“Not you. I’ve been taken by necros before.”
She stared at him. “How did you get away? Didn’t someone blood-bind you?” She didn’t see how anyone could hold onto him long otherwise.
“I had help. Friends. My point is, I can be used.”
“No. I won’t let that happen. You’re mine—until I can undo this and set you free,” she added the last in a whisper.
He glanced up the hall and his brow wrinkled. “If you figure out how, don’t do it here.”
She wanted to tell him he was wrong. He didn’t know these people like she did. But she didn’t want to get into that argument here. “All right. Come on. Let’s go see Grams.” She turned and headed up the stairs.
James cleared his throat as he fell in step beside her.
She glanced over at him. “That was a command, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“Damn, I need to work on that.”
“Depends on the command.”
Her cheeks heated, but she forced herself to stop at the top of the steps and face him. “I owe you an apology. It was wrong to force you to kiss me. I was so out of it and…”
His dark brows rose when she stopped.
“Never mind. I’m sorry.” It felt like her cheeks had caught fire. “As I said, I’ll work on the command thing.” She turned and led him along the hall, aware of his eyes on her back.
They had reached the rooms over the funeral parlor. Here, in the original part of the building, the halls were wider and the decor grander. This particular home had been in the Family ever since they had left Cincinnati.
She stopped outside Gram’s office door. This wasn’t going to go well; she could feel it. She lifted her hand to knock, but the door swung inward before her knuckles touched the wood.
“Ely Grace, where have you been?” a familiar male voice asked.
Shocked, Elysia stared up into Doug Nelson’s bright blue eyes.
He smiled at her surprise, his cheeks dimpling, before he pulled her into a hug.





CHAPTER 
7
Elysia pulled out of Doug’s embrace, stepping back to put some distance between them. “Hey, Doug.” She forced a smile.
He grinned at her. It had been months since she had seen him, but he hadn’t changed—neither in attitude nor in appearance. Thick-shouldered and handsome, he looked like a Nordic prince with his snow-blond hair and blue eyes.
“Your grandmother has been worried sick about you. What happened?”
“We had car trouble.” She used the same excuse she had given Livie.
“We?” Doug’s gaze slipped past her to where James stood, then his blue eyes went white.
Elysia felt Doug’s gift shroud the bond, and to her horror, she could no longer feel James.
James’s eyes sprang to light and his growl gave her chills.
“Doug, stop that.” She smacked his arm.
Doug laughed, and his eyes immediately returned to bright blue, though he continued to study James. “So, you really found him. Your Grandmother told me, but I had my doubts.”
“He’s mine.”
“Possessive.” His attention returned to her, his smile becoming a frown. “Do I want to know why those pretty brown eyes are the color of warm cocoa?”
“Don’t be a pervert,” she whispered.
“Well, are you coming in?” Grams called from inside.
Elysia raised an arm, gesturing for Doug to precede her into the room.
His smile returned, and he gave her a nod that was closer to a bow before walking in ahead of her.
Elysia glanced at James. “Join me?”
“Who is that?”
She hesitated. He wasn’t going to like it. “Doug Nelson, the next Deacon.”
James glared at Doug’s back. “He seems to know you well.”
“At one time, we were engaged.”
James met her gaze, then stepped past her into the room.
“Elysia!” Grams hurried around her desk to wrap her in a hug. “I was so worried.”
“I’m sorry. I should have called.”
Grams stepped back, but continued to hold her by the shoulders, looking her over. She wore a new red suit-dress, her salt and pepper hair pulled up and styled primly. Had she dressed up for Doug? The poor country cousins putting on their best for the Deacon’s boy.
Elysia glanced over at him. “Doug, would you excuse us?”
“Elysia,” Grams whispered.
“It’s fine, Judith,” Doug said. “You two need to catch up. I’ll let Livie give me that tour.”
“Thank you,” Grams said.
Doug nodded, though his gaze was on Elysia. “We’ll catch up later, Ely.” She remembered well the look he gave her. “Do you want me to watch the dead guy while you ladies chat?”
“That won’t be necessary.”
Doug shrugged and headed for the door, eyeing James as he passed. James watched him with that unblinking intensity until the door closed behind him.
“I wish you wouldn’t be so rude to him,” Grams said.
“Why is he here?”
“To bear witness. You found the grim.”
“The grim has a name. It’s James, and he’s a sentient being.”
Grams’s frown deepened as she looked at James. “He’s dead, Ely.”
“Yes, but he has a will of his own and should be allowed to keep it.” Elysia took a breath. Grams wasn’t going to like this. “He’s not evil. I want to free him.”
Grams straightened. In her heels, she stood a few inches taller than Elysia. “You can’t let him go. He can rip life from the living.”
“That’s an excuse. The only reason you want him is to impress the Deacon.”
“Elysia—”
“Besides, if you’re going to use that argument, I can bind the living to their own corpse. That’s some damn nasty magic. Maybe I should be bound.”
Grams’s frown fell away, replaced by astonishment. “You can create a lich?” she whispered.
Shit. “You know I have the power.”
“I knew it was a possibility, but you’ve actually done it? Your eyes—”
“It took a lot of juice to bind James.”
“Just binding him?”
Elysia opened her mouth, then closed it. Was Grams implying what she thought she was? “I am not a necrophile,” Elysia whispered.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw James stand straighter. Yeah, he had no idea how deep the necro crazies could go.
“I’m worried about you.” Grams’s brow wrinkled with concern, her voice sad. “Out in the world, alone. We cling to family for a reason, Elysia. You should know that better than anyone.”
Because her mother had been a loner—before she became too crazy to care for Elysia properly. But that was the last topic Elysia wanted to discuss. “I want to unbind him. Will you help me?”
The compassion faded from Grams’s features, replaced with the all too familiar frown. “It can’t be done, not from someone like you—and certainly not by someone like me.” Grams crossed her arms. “And even if I could, I wouldn’t.”
“You would rather suck up to Doug and his dad.”
“We have been pariahs for centuries. And whether you choose to acknowledge it or not, you are the Family’s way back in. You’ve been selfish long enough.”
“I’m selfish? You’re asking me to give up everything so that you can get in good with the Deacon.”
“This has nothing to do with me. I request this on behalf of the Family. Do you think I haven’t made sacrifices?”
“I don’t believe you were forced into an arranged marriage.”
“Arranged?” Grams gave her a sad smile. “Doug took an interest on his own. I was as amazed as everyone else. And his interest must be true if he has waited this long.”
Elysia crossed her arms. “Yet my interests don’t count at all.”
“Considering what some have done to keep the Family intact, I don’t think many would see marrying Doug as such a hardship. He’s good-looking and wealthy. Or do you intend to pour drinks for the rest of your life?”
“I get it.” Elysia had always known that Grams put the Family above everything, but to hear her come right out and say it hurt. Apparently, Elysia’s own hopes and dreams mattered little. In the necromancer world, it always came down to the Family.
Elysia turned away. “James, let’s go.”
“Elysia Grace, don’t you walk away from me, from us.”
“I don’t see myself having any choice.”
“The bank forecloses on this funeral home in two weeks. You must know we lost two others earlier this year.”
Elysia bowed her head, but didn’t face her grandmother.
“How am I going to send Livie to mortician’s school? Or afford Uncle Stephen’s care? Maggie’s already asking me to place her granddaughter, and the girl’s only twelve. Not as bad as you, but—”
“Grams.” Elysia closed her eyes.
Grams heels tapped the hardwood behind her, then her hand gripped Elysia’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t ask if there was any other way, but we need his help.”
Doug’s help. The Deacon’s help.
“Please, Ely. Doug’s not a bad guy. At one time, I think you actually loved him.”
At one time, perhaps. Then she figured out where his true loyalties lay.
“Stay the weekend,” Grams squeezed her shoulder. “Tell me you’ll think about it.”
What could she say? “I’ll think about it.” She rolled her shoulder out of Grams’s grip and led James from the room.
“Are you really considering… this?” James asked as soon as they were alone in the hall.
Elysia didn’t want to rehash it with him. “It’s none of your concern. Let’s get our things. There are plenty of guest rooms. A hot shower and—”
He touched the back of her elbow, stopping her. “You’re here because of me. That makes this my concern.”
She turned to face him, her frustration boiling over. “I screwed up. I bound you, and I will free you.”
“But—”
“No buts. Drop the subject. Go get your things.”
A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he turned on his heel, heading for the stairs.
Elysia rubbed the back of her neck, watching him go. Nice one, Ely. Snap at the only person who has shown you compassion.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. But he had already disappeared down the stairs.
 
Elysia scooted back on the worn leather couch and opened the photo album she held on her lap. She was grateful she had the den to herself. The shower hadn’t helped, so she turned to memories. The Family photo album. These pages showed what Grams was trying to save. Elysia respected that; she really did. But was it worth sacrificing herself?
She traced a finger along the edge of the page, her eyes drawn to the snapshot in the center. It had been a bright summer day when the Family had posed on the front steps of this house. A big smile creased her three-year-old face as she sat on her mother’s hip. Her mother held her close, her mouth open in a laugh. It was a wide-angle shot of over fifty people, but Elysia could still pick out the paleness of her mother’s once blue eyes. Elysia remembered her eyes. What she didn’t remember was her laugh.
She turned the page, revealing more photos taken that day. It had been a Family reunion, the weather had been gorgeous and the turnout excellent. Glancing over the photos of cousins, aunts, and uncles, some distant, some close, she found herself picking out those who had eventually gone insane. Some, like her mother, already showed signs, while others had lost it with little warning.
Another page turn revealed a photo of herself holding a disheveled bird, her brown eyes nearly white. She had been a source of wonder then. If people knew what she could do now, she still would be.
She felt him enter the room before she heard the snap of the latch as he closed the door behind him. A moment later, the couch shifted as he sat down beside her.
“When I got out of the shower, you weren’t in your room. Are you okay?” James asked.
“If I said yes, would you believe me?”
“Probably not.”
“I’m sorry I… lost it with you earlier.”
“Hardly lost it, but it’s okay. I knew it wasn’t me you were angry with.”
“That’s not an excuse.”
“Maybe not for you, but it is a reason for me to keep my temper in check.”
She smiled. He truly was a good person. As considerate and thoughtful as he was powerful. But no necromancer would ever see that. They would stop at powerful. James was a thing to be controlled—or little more than an object to win the Deacon’s favor.
“Is that you?” His voice interrupted her thoughts, and she glanced down at the photo of her and the bird.
“Yes.”
“I assume it’s common for necromancers to take pictures of their kids holding dead animals?” A smile colored his voice.
“Not that common. Most kids can’t consciously animate anything until after puberty.”
“You once told me you weren’t a normal necro.”
“None of my line is. My mother was the same, as was her mother.”
“So Grams is your father’s mother?”
“No. No one knows who my father was. Grams is actually a cousin, but she raised me, so…” She shrugged, letting the sentence hang. “That’s the way it works. The way it’s always worked. My line is cursed.”
“How so?”
She closed the album. “My mother wasn’t the only one who has gone insane. Every member of my female line goes crazy before thirty.”
“Because you’re so powerful?”
“We’re powerful because of the curse.”
“You’re not using the word figuratively.”
“No. The one who cursed us was an alchemist, the founder of our line.”
James snorted. “How ironic. My curse is much the same. My ancestor wanted to be a hunter without peer—so he traded his brother’s soul.”
She turned to stare up at him. “How?”
“He visited an alchemist.”
“God, I hate alchemists.”
He frowned and looked away. Had she offended him in some way? Before she could ask, he continued.
“Are you going to do as your grandmother asked?”
She ran her finger along the top of the old album. The leather cover had worn away exposing the rough edge of the heavy cardboard.
“Elysia?”
The bond tightened and they both gasped. She clenched the edge of the album.
“That’s really not supposed to happen,” she whispered.
“Why not? The same thing happens when you say my name.”
“But I bound you to me. You’re mine. When you say my name, it feels like…”
“You’re mine?” he asked.
“That’s disturbing.”
“Yes, it is.” His gaze held hers, as if he searched for some truth.
She didn’t know what to tell him. There was no way she could be bonded to him. He had no soul to bind her.
“You cut yourself,” he said.
She didn’t understand until he touched the back of her right wrist. She turned her hand over and saw the gash on her index finger. The edge of the photo album was sharper than she realized.
“Do you need a bandage?” His voice was soft, but much too intense for the casual question.
She looked up and met his gaze, suddenly aware of how close he sat. The musky scent of his cologne wasn’t one she could name, but she liked it. A lot. She remembered being aware of it in the car, last night right before he healed the cut on her arm. She had been a bit out of it, but she did remember kissing him, and liking that, too. She wanted to do it again—which was nine kinds of crazy.
“No, I don’t need a bandage.” She tried to tell herself that this was wrong, but that didn’t seem to matter anymore. After all, she was nothing more than a sacrificial lamb.
She held up her finger, offering it to him.
He held her gaze for a heartbeat, then leaned forward and ran his warm tongue over the pad of her finger.
It stung, and she pulled in a breath through her teeth.
He licked it again, never breaking eye contact. On the third pass, he pulled her finger into his mouth. He closed his eyes and growled, the sound deep in his throat and just audible.
Goosebumps rose on her arms. Weird that the sound scared and excited her at the same time. Or maybe it was the warm wetness of his mouth and the brush of his tongue across her sensitive fingertip. She licked her own lips as she watched him, her heart beating faster.
She had found him attractive from the beginning, even when she thought he was nothing more than a dead man. She had been so certain that her interest had been the first steps down the dark road to insanity. Now she knew him better. He wasn’t a lich, but he was still dead. Perhaps this was madness, but she no longer cared. He pulled her finger deeper into his mouth, and she groaned.
He opened his eyes, the green on full glow. Fascinated, she pulled her finger from between his lips, then rose up on her knees to taste his mouth.
His hands slid up her back, pulling her closer. She felt the bite of claws through her sweatshirt and gasped against his lips.
“Sorry,” he whispered.
“No, I like it.” The admission slipped out before she really thought it through. It surprised her to realize she spoke the truth.
His lips curled. “Twisted necromancer.”
“Yes.” She returned her lips to his, feeding more of her soul into him. The joy of freeing her magic left her light-headed with pleasure.
He trapped her lower lip between his teeth, and she felt their unnatural sharpness, the canines longer, more animal-like.
She slipped her hands beneath the hem of his shirt, running her palms up over the solid expanse of his stomach. The move pulled another growl from him, this one louder and more menacing.
“Scary,” she whispered.
“Do I frighten you?” Earnest green eyes bored into her own.
“Yes, but not for the reason you think.”
“I want to bite you just to taste your blood.” He watched her as he spoke, gauging her reaction.
She shivered. “See, that turns me on.”
“Me, too.” He took her mouth again. “It’s our magic,” he continued a few minutes later. “It’s so… compatible.”
“I’m aware.” So powerfully aware.
“And you’re hurting,” he whispered. His lips trailed along her cheek to her temple. A chaste kiss, and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into a hug. “Why not lose yourself to the magic?”
Yes, why not? So what if every other necro saw him as little more than a corpse. She knew the man beneath the call of his death. But that didn’t make this right.
She tipped her head up and kissed the underside of his jaw, then rested her head against his shoulder. “I’m using you.”
“Perhaps, but you’re not the only one at fault. I knew and still played along.”
But he had put a stop to it before they took it too far. She leaned back to look him in the eye. “I’m sorry.”
“No hard feelings.” He held her gaze a moment then pushed himself to his feet. “But be warned, one of these days I’m going to stop sabotaging myself.”
She smiled at his candor. “Warning received.”
He nodded and headed for the door. “If you’ll allow me, I’d like to go for a run.”
“On four legs?”
He stopped at the door and his gaze met hers. His eyes still glowed. “I don’t feel when I’m the hound.”
Her heart felt too big for her chest. “You may.”
He nodded and left the room.
“Hades’s blood,” she whispered and collapsed against the couch.
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James closed the door behind him. And forced himself to walk away. That certainly hadn’t gone as planned, but he had Elysia’s permission to shift forms. He had been afraid to go on his own for fear she would sense something and call him back, perhaps forbidding him to change again. Hopefully, she would think he was out running when he vanished into the land of the dead. He had to get to Addie and see if she could free him. What he wanted to do after that was what worried him.
He raked a hand through his hair. It would be insane to return to Elysia after he escaped. Yet her predicament stirred his protective instincts. And it didn’t help that her magic was rapidly becoming an addiction. The thought of drinking her blood should disgust him, yet it did the opposite. Dear God, his body still hummed from those few drops he had lapped from her finger. And he wanted to do so much more than just lick her finger.
He turned down the hall to his room—determined to change there and spare his clothes—and came face to face with Doug. James skidded to a halt.
“What are you doing out alone, dead man?” Doug closed the distance between them. “Where’s Elysia?”
James lifted his lips, but stopped the snarl that wanted to escape.
“Answer.” Doug’s power slammed into him.
“The den,” James said between clenched teeth.
Doug continued to look him over. “You will answer when I ask a question.”
James flinched with another slap of his power.
“Are you fucking her?”
“No.”
Doug smiled. “Do you want to?”
James fisted his hands. “That would be wrong.”
Doug lifted a brow. “Impressive dodge, now answer the question.”
“Yes.”
Doug laughed. “Unrequited love. How sad.”
“Hardly. We just met. She’s attractive. I speculate you would also want to fuck an attractive woman you just met.” If Doug wanted to be crude, James could play that game. He had been raised by masters.
Doug grunted. “Good point, though I’m wondering… can you?”
“The only thing I lack is a heartbeat.”
“And a soul.”
James let the hound rise to the surface.
“What are you doing, dead man?”
“Memorizing your soul. That’ll make it easier to find. Later.”
“You don’t scare me.”
“Then you’re dumber than I thought.”
Doug continued to watch him, a growing smile dimpling his cheeks. “Well played, grim. You’re no dumb animal.” Oddly, the compliment seemed sincere.
Footsteps pounded down the hall, and they both turned as Elysia rounded the corner. She skidded to a stop, glancing between them, then turned her frown on Doug. “What are you doing?”
“I found him wandering the halls. I was returning him to you.”
Her frown didn’t lift. “Thank you, but that isn’t necessary.”
“Have you bound him so tightly? You do know that he can travel to other dimensions and reenter the mortal plane hundreds of miles away?”
Her brows rose, and she turned to James. “Is that true?”
“Yes.” James struggled to keep his expression neutral. Would she forbid him to travel?
“You’re so trusting, Ely.” Doug gave her a fond smile, then offered her a hand. “Send the dead guy to his room and take a walk with me?”
Elysia hesitated, then to James’s surprise, she took Doug’s hand. Her eyes lifted to James’s, but she didn’t give him a command.
“So trusting,” Doug repeated and led her away.
James watched them go, then turned toward his room. She trusted him. Guilt squirmed through his gut at the thought of sneaking out. She would support his decision to go free, but her hatred of alchemists made him leery of telling her his plans. Better to ask forgiveness after than to have her deny him seeing Addie entirely.
He opened the door to his room and stepped inside. Like the rest of the house, the room looked as if it had been decorated decades ago with its heavy, antique furniture and faded linens. There was an elegance to it, but the peeling wallpaper and thread-bare rug made it clear that no money remained for the upkeep. No doubt, Elysia saw that, too.
But that wasn’t his problem.
He removed his boots, then pulled off his T-shirt and tossed it on the four-poster bed. His jeans, socks, and underwear followed. He called the hound, but hesitated before shifting form. Walls were not a deterrent to the hound’s sight, only distance. He had no trouble picking out Elysia and Doug among the others in the big house. Elysia’s soul was a blinding sun beside Doug’s dazzling star. It appeared they had left the building for the garden out back.
James frowned when they came to a halt and Doug moved closer to her. He did not trust the big necromancer. What Elysia had ever seen in him, he had no idea.
Dropping to all fours, James slipped into the space between the mortal realm and the next. No more than a ghost in this world, he stepped through the walls and physical boundaries until he stood within the garden.
“So, will you help me?” Elysia asked Doug, her voice carrying easily from the other side of the gazebo where the pair stood.
“Free the grim? Only you would ask such a thing.” Doug chuckled.
James stopped, his ears pricked forward, listening. He had come here to protect her, not to eavesdrop, but he couldn’t deny his interest in this conversation.
“Your grandmother will be disappointed,” Doug continued. “You know he’s the reason she called me up here.”
“Yes.”
“That’s not why I came.”
“Doug.”
“Come on, Ely. I’ve done everything you’ve asked. Are you ever going to give me an answer?”
Elysia moved a few steps away from him. “You don’t love me, Doug. Not the way you love your family.”
“You’ve been alone too long. We’re necromancers; family is everything. I want you to be part of mine.” The man actually sounded sincere.
James shifted his weight from paw to paw. He knew he should go, but couldn’t seem to make himself.
“What about the curse?” Elysia asked. “I’ve only got four years left.”
“Ely.” Doug closed the distance between them. “You’ve got to let that go. There is no curse, only an ancestry of powerful necromancers who didn’t have your strength. Hell’s blood, my own aunt went stark raving mad. It happens.”
“That’s not a helpful argument.”
“Perhaps not. But she was nothing like you.” Doug sighed. “Come on, say yes.”
Elysia took a breath and James braced himself.
“Okay.”
James closed his eyes.
“You’ll marry me?” Doug sounded surprised.
“On one condition,” she said. “I want James to go free. As free as I found him.”
“I don’t think you fully comprehend what the grim represents.”
“He’s a sentient being who deserves to live the life of his choosing.”
“He’s dead.”
“So? You’re just disappointed that you won’t be presenting him to your father.”
“You need to think about this.”
“I have. So what’s it to be? Him or me?”
“You, clearly,” Doug answered without hesitation, “but I might not be able to accomplish this.”
“I’ve stumped the Deacon’s heir?”
He must have pulled her to him, because they stood very close. “I haven’t admitted defeat. Let me make a few calls.”
“Very well.”
He didn’t move away, and by the sound of things, James suspected Doug had kissed her.
He turned and paced along the edge of the gazebo, waiting for the big necromancer to leave. It was several minutes before he did. James lifted his lips in silent disgust and glared at Doug’s back as he walked into the house.
“I thought you were going for a run,” Elysia said into the silence.
James turned to face her. Doug hadn’t sensed him. How had she?
She walked through the gazebo to join him and stopped a few feet away. “I can’t see you, but I feel… the bond.”
Of course, the bond. Interesting. Could he elude necromancers this way? Well, all necromancers except her. He dropped back into the mortal plane.
Elysia gasped. To her, he probably appeared out of thin air. “Doug was right. You can leave this world.”
James swished his tail a couple of times in agreement.
“It’s hard to hold a conversation like this. Get dressed. I’ll meet you in your room.”
James barely heard her last line as he was already traveling to his room. His paws no sooner hit the rug than he was human and pulling on his clothes. “Idiot,” he muttered, stepping into his jeans. He should have gone to Addie. There was no way he could trust his freedom to Doug. The guy would take him for himself, or give him to his father. James shuddered as he imagined being soul-bound to either of them. He had never met Xander, but he had heard enough about him from Addie to prefer to keep it that way.
A knock sounded at his door. Elysia had wasted no time.
He picked up his T-shirt. “Come in.”
She let herself in the room, then leaned against the closed door. “Eavesdropping?”
“I didn’t set out to, but once I found you, I couldn’t leave. I don’t trust him.” He pulled the shirt over his head.
She lifted a brow, though her eyes followed his movements.
He tugged the shirt into place. “I don’t want you to give up your freedom to secure mine.”
“It’s not like that.” She pushed off the door and walked to the window, turning her back on him. “I think I’ve always known I’d end up marrying him.”
“Is that why you ran away from the necro world?”
“I didn’t run away.” She spoke the words with heat, then seemed to collect herself. She ran a hand along the faded curtain. “I wanted a… normal life.”
“You mean a mundane life.”
“I guess.” She continued to toy with the curtain. “What must it be like to just live? To not worry about your magic driving you mad?”
He stopped behind her. “I don’t know. You lost me on the part where you just live.”
She bowed her head. “Sorry.”
They stood in silence for a few minutes. “Do you love the guy?” James asked.
She snorted. “Does it matter?”
“I think it should.”
She turned to face him. “And you feel it’s your place to advise me? I assume you’ve never been in a relationship where you weren’t head-over-heels in love with the other person.”
He didn’t answer.
“Well?”
“I’m dead.”’
“Yes, and…?”
The old anger rose up. “And how the hell is that supposed to work?”
She frowned. “I’m not sure I follow you. Because you’re dead you can’t love?”
He turned away. He hadn’t meant to go there, but he couldn’t take the words back now. “Never mind. Just drop it.”
Her hand came to rest on his back. “It’s not that you can’t, it’s that you won’t.”
“It’s not important.” He turned to face her, determined to get the conversation back on track. “We were talking about you… and Doug. If you’ve put yourself in this situation because of me—”
“I told you, that’s not it. This is something I have to do. Don’t make it harder on me.”
James sighed. “I think he’s right. You put too much stock in this curse. It hasn’t struck you down, yet you’re living like it has.”
“You’re allowed to be cursed.”
“I think our situations are a little different.”
“I don’t see how.”
James called the hound as close as he dared, then held up a hand, displaying the ebony claws sprouting from his fingertips. “I am cursed, you may or may not be. Yet you let it rule you.”
“And you don’t, Mr. I-Can’t-Love?”
“You’re not going to let that go, are you?”
“No. I think you’re selling yourself short.”
He caught her wrist, noting the soft intake of breath as his claws lightly brushed her skin, and pressed her palm to his chest. “How am I supposed to explain this? Look, love, no heartbeat. I won’t age; I won’t die, because I’m already dead. Yes, that’s right, you’re in love with a corpse. That’ll be a hell of a thing to dump on someone.”
He expected an outburst, or an impassioned rant about how it wouldn’t be like that—an argument Era often made. Instead, she took a step toward him and pressed her forehead to his cheek.
“Couple of screwed up individuals,” she whispered, repeating her words from earlier.
Her reaction silenced him. She agreed: expecting a woman to accept what he was was foolish. No one had ever agreed with him on this point. They always wanted to sugarcoat it, argue that the right woman wouldn’t care that he was dead. He expected to feel relief, instead her agreement… hurt.
She lifted her head, but didn’t speak. A pause, then she looked down at where he still held her hand against his chest. He started to release her when her other hand settled on top of his. She lightly traced the knuckle of his index finger, sliding her finger down to the clawed tip.
“Careful,” he said. “You’ll cut yourself.”
She stopped, her finger resting against his cuticle, and lifted her eyes to his. She wrapped her fingers around his wrist and lifted his hand. Then shocked him by bringing his hand to her lips, planting a kiss on an ebony cuticle. “Will you heal me if I do?”
“Yes.”
She didn’t look away, and her eyes faded to white as she sank more of herself into him. She took a step closer, and the hand over his heart slid down to his stomach. Opening her mouth, she wrapped it around his finger, letting the claw rest across her tongue.
His breath came quicker, already anticipating the aroma, the flavor. He had warned her that he wouldn’t walk away the next time she offered her blood, and here she was, deliberately planning to cut herself. He wanted to speak, to make certain she remembered his words.
She lifted her light-brown eyes to his once more. The hand on his stomach slid down to grip the waistband of his jeans, her knuckles brushing against his stomach.
His breath caught, and he was keenly aware of the bed only a few paces away.
A knock on his door caused them both to jump. Fortunately, Elysia opened her mouth before pulling away.
“Hey, dead man,” Doug shouted through the door. “Have you seen Elysia?”
“Your fiancé is knocking,” James whispered.
She held his gaze. “I still think you’re selling yourself short. Some women just want a good man.”
He blinked. She hadn’t agreed?
She turned and walked away. He watched her go, not sure what had just happened.
She stopped before the door, and took a deep breath before she pulled it open. “I’m here,” she said to Doug.
He frowned, eyeing her before his attention turned to James.
“What is it?” Elysia asked, drawing Doug’s gaze to her.
“I might have found a solution.” He gestured with his phone. “A family member has agreed to help.”
“Which one?”
“You’ve never met him.”
“It’s not your father, is it?”
“No.” Doug gave her a frown before continuing. “I could drive you down this morning. Maybe we can have this resolved by this afternoon.”
“Seriously? He can free James?” Elysia gripped his forearm. “Where does he live?”
“Cincinnati. Shall we go?”
James watched the exchange, unease crawling along his spine. Cincinnati, where the Deacon lived… and the Elements.
“Yes, let’s go.” Elysia looked over her shoulder and gave James a big grin.





CHAPTER 
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The ride was uneventful, and the back seat of Doug’s Mercedes was considerably roomier than the front seat of Elysia’s compact. Even so, James would have preferred to be sitting with his knees beneath his chin than going anywhere with the Deacon’s son.
Doug and Elysia entertained themselves reminiscing about their collective past. If she hadn’t told James that they had once been engaged, he suspected he would have figured it out. Especially after Doug’s detailed recollection of a hot tub he and Elysia once shared. She had smacked his arm on that one, her cheeks flushing. James didn’t miss the smirk Doug gave him in the rearview mirror. James wasn’t sure why the guy saw him as competition. As far as Doug was concerned, Elysia hadn’t shown any interest in James aside from wanting to free him.
The drive took them to downtown Cincinnati where Doug parked outside a large brick building. A sign mounted on the wall proclaimed it the City Morgue.
“You work here, right?” Elysia asked when Doug shut off the engine.
“On a part-time basis. It has a nice lab.”
“A lab?” James asked.
Elysia twisted around to look at him. “Doug is a forensic pathologist.” She returned her attention to her fellow necromancer. “Your family member works here, too?”
“He’s been here a few weeks.” Doug opened his door. “Let’s go see what he’s come up with.”
They all climbed out and followed Doug into the building. The lady at the front desk looked up and gave Doug a smile before waving them through. James wondered at the lax security until the girl’s faded blue eyes settled on him, and he felt the light brush of her touch. Necromancer. He chided himself for not considering it. Any business that dealt with the dead—even those run by the city—was probably under the Deacon’s control.
Doug led them down an unadorned hall to a pair of double doors. James hesitated. Something felt… off. He called the hound in an attempt to better understand the feeling.
“Stop that, dead man.” Doug’s power slammed into him and the hound fled.
James pulled in a breath, surprised by the way the hound had reacted.
“Doug, don’t.” Elysia frowned.
“He was doing something. Probably about to run.”
Elysia gave James a questioning look.
“Something’s wrong,” he told her.
“What do you mean?”
Doug rolled his eyes. “He’s in a building full of corpses and necromancers. He would probably piss down his leg—if he could.”
James glared at Doug’s back as he led them through the double doors.
“Sorry,” Elysia whispered. “Keep the goal in mind.”
James gritted his teeth and followed her into the room. He had only gone a few yards when a clank sounded, followed by a soft hissing noise. A white fog billowed up, surrounding them. James caught a whiff of Knockout Gas and held his breath.
Doug slumped to the floor, his head thumping against the tile. Elysia stumbled and James sprang forward, catching her before she fell. He lowered her to the floor, then stepped back and called the hound. His other form wasn’t susceptible to alchemic fogs. The world came alive and—
Something cold settled around his throat and snapped shut. His senses winked out. James gasped, inadvertently sucking in a lungful of Knockout Gas. He reached up to grip the collar. Iron. He had been locked in iron.
He whirled to face his captor and almost tripped over his own feet. Darkness encroached on his vision as a form stepped out of the fog.
James tried to force a growl through his human throat, but the sound of his knees smacking the tile drowned it out. Black robes filled his darkening vision. A master alchemist’s robes. He lifted his head.
“So good to see you again, James.” Neil’s white eyes met his before James slipped into oblivion.
 
James woke with a headache that wasn’t helped by the raised voices only a few feet away.
“…no excuse. You could have warned me.” Doug said.
“I couldn’t chance it, Nelson. Stop whining. The only thing hurt is your pride.”
James turned his head to see Neil and Doug standing to his right, their backs to him. Beyond them, mortuary drawers lined the tiled wall. That explained the cold metal surface beneath him. He lay on one of the autopsy tables in the center of the room.
“She wasn’t going to try anything,” Doug continued. “If she had, I would have simply taken him from her.”
Elysia. Doug was talking about Elysia. Where was she? James wanted to sit up and look around, but didn’t want to alert Neil and Doug that he was awake. He preferred to listen without their knowledge.
“I would rather err on the side of caution.” Neil turned around.
James closed his eyes and listened to the two men move closer.
“Amazing, isn’t he?” Neil stood over him now. “The culmination of alchemy and necromancy. Life and death in one.”
“He’s a permanently animated corpse that doesn’t rot. Get on with it.”
Neil sighed and moved away from James’s table. “You can’t give him to your father.”
“Why not?”
Paper rattled, followed by a moment of silence. James cracked his eyes open. Doug and Neil had walked to a nearby counter, their backs to him once more. Doug held a newspaper. Even from several yards away, James recognized the picture. It was the one of him and Addie leaving the PIA offices with a cloaked Rowan and Donovan. The picture had made another run in the paper in December.
“I knew there was something she wasn’t telling me,” Doug said.
“Who? Amelia?” Neil snorted. “There are probably a dozen things she isn’t telling you. But yes, she found the grim, then gave him to the Flame Lord.”
“Gave him? How does that work? He’s New Magic.”
“Alchemy, I assume. Never underestimate an alchemist. Especially that one.” Neil tapped the picture, rattling the paper.
Doug stood in silence. Reading the article?
“If you give your father the grim, he won’t be able to resist showing him off,” Neil said.
“He can’t be left with the Elements, either. Though this discussion is moot if you can’t dissolve the soul bond that binds the grim to my fiancée.”
“Charming, Doug.”
“She asked to set him free.”
“Bizarre.”
“Can you do it?”
In answer, Neil slipped a vial from the slim pockets lining his ribs and offered it to Doug. “Have her drink that and the grim will be free.”
“What does it do?”
“It will knock out her power.”
“Are you nuts? She’s too strong. That will kill her.”
“I have an antidote—once the bond has dissolved. It’ll hurt, but she won’t die. And I can give her some advice on how to avoid going mad.”
Doug sighed. “She may ultimately need that anyway.”
“Considering who she is, true. You’re playing with fire on this one, cousin. Does your father approve?”
“I’ve never mentioned her to him.”
Neil didn’t say anything, leaving James to wonder at his expression.
“How long will it take the bond to dissolve?” Doug asked.
James fisted his hands. The bastard was actually going to do it.
“On the average necromancer, I’d say a day or less. On her? I have no idea.”
Doug released a breath.
“Do you love her so much or is it the prospect of the impossibly talented little necromancers she might give you?”
“You’re twisted, Dunstan.”
“Well, yes.”
“What about the grim?” Doug asked.
“We’ll decide once the bond is dissolved.”
A pause. “Very well. You better not let me down.”
“Never, cousin.”
“Come, wake her.” Doug’s footfalls moved away before leaving the room entirely.
“Be right there.” Neil called. His footsteps stopped beside James’s table. “What do you think? I thought that went well.”
James opened his eyes meeting Neil’s white gaze. “You don’t have an antidote, do you?”
Neil smiled. “Of course not. The moment her power returned, you would be hers again.” He turned his head toward the door, and James noticed the line of fresh scars along his jaw and throat. The burns he sustained after his last encounter with Addie? Apparently he wasn’t as skilled with a burn salve as she was.
Neil shook his head before turning back to James. “My poor cousin has no idea what he’s dealing with.”
“Are you referring to Elysia or you?”
Neil chuckled, then gave him a wink. “Both.”
“Doug won’t like it.”
“He likes to pretend he has the upper hand, but he knows that one word from me, and a few minutes of video footage, would take him down several notches in his father’s eyes.”
“What do you mean?”
“Doug hasn’t been true to the Family. He has yet to produce an heir, then he sacrifices the last male of his line to a crazed gunman with magic bullets.”
“The necro death last December.” James remembered well the magical deaths committed with Addie’s bullets. All the deaths had been New Magic except one: the Deacon’s grandson. “But you were behind it.”
“Not that one. Ian got a bit impatient with how long it took to break Amelia.” Neil shook his head. “I told him it wouldn’t be easy.”
James gripped the edge of the table. “How did Doug factor in?”
“He used his twelve-year-old nephew as a human shield.” Neil chuckled. “Ironic how things fall into place. Look at all the trouble Amelia gave me, then you just drop into my lap. Some might say it’s my destiny.”
“What is?”
Neil gave him a wink, then turned and left the room, still chuckling to himself.
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Elysia rolled onto her side, the surface beneath her cheek cold and unyielding, like she lay on a sheet of metal. She tried to open her eyes, but the bright light sent a jolt of pain through her temples. A hand settled on her shoulder.
“Here, let me.” Doug slipped his hand beneath her arm, helping her sit up.
“God, my head hurts.” She rubbed her temples, trying to ease the throbbing.
“It’ll pass,” Doug said. “I’ve been awake about five minutes, and my headache’s nearly gone.”
She squinted her eyes, taking her first look at the room around her. Her gaze skimmed over the tiled walls and floor, the mortuary drawers, and the cold steel table she sat on. She had been lying in the morgue.
“What happened?” she asked.
“I owe you an apology,” a new voice said from the doorway. A man in black robes stood on the threshold, but he began to walk toward her when she looked in his direction. “I had only meant to knock out the grim. A precaution.” He smiled as he spoke, his white eyes meeting hers.
“Who are you?”
“Ely, this is Neil,” Doug spoke for the man. “Neil Dunstan, my cousin. He’s always been a bit paranoid.”
“Paranoid?” Neil crossed his arms, though the smirk he wore suggested it was mock anger he displayed. The fabric of his sleeves fell away with the movement, revealing black bands tattooed around each of his biceps.
Elysia stiffened. “You’re an alchemist.” And not any alchemist. An Alchemica alchemist.
Neil gave her a puzzled look. “Well, yes. Didn’t Doug mention that?”
“No, he didn’t.” Elysia gave Doug a frown.
“I knew you wouldn’t approve.” Doug shrugged. “But you’ve got to realize, the best I could personally do was take the bond from you—and I’m not so sure that would work. You’re too strong.”
“He’s right,” Neil said.
“His power might not work, but he does know what he’s talking about.”
“Thank you for the condescension, cousin.” Neil’s dark brows shadowed his white eyes.
Elysia studied the man. His eyes weren’t white because he was a weak necro who had recently used his magic. He was stunted: a necromancer without the ability to use his magic. Considering that he appeared to be entering middle age, there was a very good chance he was insane.
She slid off the table and headed for the door.
“Does this mean she doesn’t want to free the grim?” Neil asked.
“Elysia wait.” Doug came after her, stepping into her path before she reached the door. “You’re leaving?”
“Why didn’t you tell me he was an alchemist?”
“I explained that. Look I’m sorry. He’s not a bad guy.”
“My headache says differently.”
“Okay, I didn’t expect him to gas us.”
“I have apologized.” Neil walked over to them. He held out a small capped bottle—no, not a bottle, a vial. The clear liquid inside was a soft shade of pink. “This will free the grim, but there is a side effect.”
Elysia eyed him and his vial. “And that is?”
“To allow the bond to dissolve, we’ll have to knock out your power.”
She sucked in a breath. “What?” The man was insane.
“He has an antidote that will return it once the grim… James is free.”
“Where is James?”
“I’ve kept him sedated while the two of you were out.” Neil gave them a sheepish look. “I couldn’t have stopped him if he woke first.”
“See, paranoid,” Doug said.
“Practical.” Neil faced her. “I’m sorry, but I can’t think of any other way to accomplish this. And believe me when I tell you that this is the last thing I’d wish on any necromancer.”
Elysia frowned. The guy didn’t sound crazy. “How long will it take the bond to dissolve?”
Neil glanced at Doug before answering. “With the average necro, I’d say a day, maybe less.”
“And me?” She knew she was anything but average.
“I can’t say.” Neil placed a hand on her shoulder, his white eyes meeting hers. “But I can help you through it.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze and released it. “I honestly don’t understand why you want to free him, but that’s your choice. I’m here if you need me.” He handed Doug the vial, and with a nod to her, turned and left the room.
Elysia met Doug’s gaze.
“You don’t have to do this. I can’t see how being bound to you is any hardship for… James.” Doug seemed to be making an effort to treat James like a person.
“I know you’re thinking that I could let him go on his way, but that wouldn’t make it right. In a sense, he’s immortal. I took that away from him. Worse, he’ll be lucky to see another decade.”
“Would you please stop talking like that. You are not cursed.”
Why would Doug not even consider the possibility. James, at least, allowed that it was possible. And she would bet that Neil would buy into it wholeheartedly. Hell, the man was an Alchemica alchemist.
“Why have you never mentioned Neil?” she asked.
Doug glanced toward the door, then continued in a softer tone. “He’s a bit of a family… embarrassment. My father named him heir at his birth, but had to rescind the proclamation when he proved to be stunted.”
“God, he was strong enough to be named heir at birth?” Highly talented necromancers—like Doug or his father—could taste power in the blood of another. But that power often didn’t manifest in children, let alone infants.
“Yes. He wasn’t expected to make it to puberty, let alone past it. But he proved his mettle by surviving his childhood, then he turned to alchemy to preserve his sanity.”
“He’s an Alchemica alchemist.”
“A master alchemist. He didn’t survive, he thrived.” Doug placed the vial in her hand, then closed his fingers over hers. “He knows his trade.”
She released a breath. “I don’t trust alchemists.”
“Because of the supposed actions of one centuries ago. Necromancers get a bad rap, too, but you know we’re not evil.”
“True.” She uncurled her fingers to study the vial. Did she dare put her trust in an alchemist? “Am I crazy to consider this?”
“Binding James is clearly plaguing you. And I suspect for you to be happy, you have to at least try to free him.”
“You’re right.” She couldn’t condemn James to only a few more years of life.
“I know you, El.” Doug pressed his palm to her cheek. “And while we wait for the bond to dissolve, you can stay with me. I’ll help you through this.”
She swallowed. She had to try—for James. A twist of the cap, and she downed the contents before she could think better of it. She expected it to taste like medicine, or maybe burn like whiskey; instead it was like she had swallowed a shot of Novocain. Her tongue went numb, then her throat. The potion reached her stomach and flowed outward. Her vision darkened, and the scent of Doug’s expensive cologne faded.
“Elysia?” Doug sounded far away. “Hey—”
The numbness shrouded her mind.
Arms encircled her, and she was lifted from her feet. Doug. “Where—”
“Home,” he said. “I’m taking you home.”
 
Doug’s townhouse lay on a quiet, tree-lined street close enough to be convenient to downtown, but not so close that the noise and bustle invaded the space. The floor plan was open and the walls lined with windows, especially in the back of the house. Elysia was certain she would have been more impressed if she wasn’t struggling to hold herself together. It had only been two days since she had taken Neil’s potion, but it felt like two weeks.
She stepped through the French doors onto the cobbled patio behind the townhouse, determined to escape the gloom inside and enjoy the unusually warm day. The sun’s brightness hurt her eyes, and the rays seared her cheeks. She turned to flee into the house, but stopped herself.
This was wrong. It was February. A warm sunny day should be a reprieve. A balm on the soul. She closed her eyes and tipped up her face, trying to capture that feeling.
Nothing. Her skin felt too tight, as if trying to contain an essence that had always flown free.
“You can do this,” she said.
Do this, the wind whispered.
She shook her head. The whispers had started yesterday afternoon. Sometimes, she deciphered the occasional word, but most of the time, it was nothing more than background noise. She hadn’t told Doug, but it was only a matter of time. It was getting worse.
The bond had to fail soon. Her power was locked down within her body. Unable to escape. How could it possibly still hold James within its grasp.
“James.” His name escaped on a gasp, the bond springing to life and doubling her over with a mix of pain and pleasure. Through the haze, she wondered if James had felt that in his hotel room, wherever that was. Doug had promised to supply him with lodging until this was finished. She had insisted. She wanted to tell him goodbye once this was over, and make sure he returned to Athens unharmed. But for now, she stayed away from him, hoping the bond would dissolve more quickly. It wasn’t helping.
She gripped her thighs, slowly releasing a breath as the sensation of his presence faded into the now familiar numbness.
“Ely!” The French doors slammed and hands gripped her shoulders, pulling her upright before crushing her against a wide chest. The scent of Doug’s cologne assailed her sensitive nose, making her want to gag. She pushed away from him and took a step back.
“It’s not working. I can still feel the bond.”
The bond? The wind sounded puzzled.
She resisted the urge to plug her ears.
“Ely?”
“I want the antidote.”
“It’s only been forty-eight hours. It seems a shame to quit after you’ve endured this long. I asked Neil to brew something for the pain.”
Invisible fingers brushed her cheek. A spider web? She rubbed at the sensation. Wasn’t it the wrong time of year for spiders?
“I can handle the pain,” she said. Once past the initial shock of not being able to relieve the pressure, the pain had settled into a dull ache, not unlike a stubborn sinus headache.
Doug touched her shoulder, the weight of his hand heavy against her skin.
She took another step away from him, and her back bumped the plate-glass window at the same time something crunched underfoot. She took a hasty step to the side and looked down. A bright red cardinal lay on the ground at her feet.
“It’s dead,” she said.
“I moved the bird feeder farther out into the yard, but they still occasionally hit the glass.”
She looked up at the window and saw her own reflection. Her white eyes stared back at her. “I can’t feel it,” she admitted. She should have felt it from the next street over, but the dead bird lay at her feet, and she hadn’t felt a thing.
“Then there’s no way you can feel the bond.”
She turned to face him, her eyes meeting his bright blue gaze. “What are you saying?”
He looked away. He did that a lot these days. Would there come a day when he wouldn’t look at her at all?
“You’re going to be fine. Another day, maybe two, and the bond will fail.”
Two days? She didn’t want to think about enduring two more hours.
He pulled his keys from his pocket.
“Where are you going?”
“Father called. He needs my help with something.”
“But—” She couldn’t tell him she didn’t want to be alone. That the whispers plagued her more when he wasn’t around.
“I won’t be gone long.” He lifted a hand toward her cheek, and she took a hasty step back.
“I’m sorry,” she said, catching the hurt look in his eyes. “My skin… it feels bruised.”
He held her gaze for a moment, then sighed. “I’ve got to go, Ely.” He returned to the house, leaving her alone in the backyard.
Soon, the wind reassured her, then tugged at her hair.
Elysia stared at the dead bird. It couldn’t be soon enough.
She hurried inside. Maybe she would watch some TV—and turn up the volume. Anything to drown out the whispers.
Doug’s overstuffed couch and the drone of the TV were a deadly combination. Elysia couldn’t keep her eyes open. She had gotten little sleep the past two nights, and now it caught up with her. The buzz of the TV faded into the background.
Dreams of surreal landscapes and sibilant whispers plagued her. It wasn’t the dim red landscape of her recurring dream, but it had a similar feel. She soon found herself running, trying to escape a whispering pursuer.
Darting across a street of red cobblestone, she stepped beneath a wrought-iron arch and found a sprawling cemetery. Leafless trees and ancient headstones dotted the rolling hills that stretched as far as she could see.
To most, a cemetery was a place to be avoided. It was a place of horrors and nightmares. To Elysia, it represented peace and rest. A respite from pain and tension. But not tonight.
She reached out, but all the graves were empty. Gaping holes in front of the weathered tombstones bore witness to the theft of the dead.
The whispers drew closer, crowding behind her just outside the iron arch. She stumbled forward. The thief hadn’t taken everything. Something still remained. Something that called to her. Her solace. Her savior.
Empty graves stretched for miles, and it seemed she had walked everyone of them, searching each empty hole.
Elysia. The whisper was right behind her. She whirled, expecting a nightmare, and found… nothing. Darkness had swallowed the empty cemetery she had just crossed.
She stumbled, trying to escape the whispering darkness. Her next step met nothing but empty air, and she screamed as she tumbled backward into the open grave.
Strong arms embraced her before she hit the ground. “Easy. I have you,” a male voice said.
She turned to face him and cried out in relief. “James!” She threw her arms around his neck. “I’ve searched everywhere.”
“I know.” He leaned down and took her mouth with his own, a growl in his throat and sharp teeth nipping her lips.
She pressed closer to him, reveling in the taste of him, the feel of his warm hands over her bare skin, the bite of his claws.
He growled her name, low and seductive, and the muscles beneath her navel tightened.
She wanted to answer, but a metallic rattle silenced her. It sounded like chains. She looked down and, for the first time, saw the heavy iron shackles around his raw wrists. When she looked back up, she noticed the collar of the same gray metal around his throat. A chain stretched from the collar, vanishing into the darkness behind him.
“They’ve bound me. Will you free me?”
“But the whispers.”
“Be brave.” The voice was no longer his, but the cloaked woman’s from her dreams. “I won’t let him win.”
 
Elysia sat up with a gasp. She was on Doug’s leather couch in his upscale townhouse. His big screen blaring a news report. She swung her feet to the floor and leaned forward to brace her elbows on her thighs. Exhaling, she rubbed the back of her sweat-dampened neck. Her skin still felt tight and warm. Even so, she remembered his touch and shivered. As if she wasn’t tormented enough, having semi-erotic dreams about James wasn’t helping.
She rubbed her hands over the hot skin of her face and straightened. Her eyes settled on the TV and she gasped. The screen showed a pair of brown-robed men standing with a news reporter.
“… no reason for concern,” one man said. “But I will get to the bottom of it.”
“No reason for concern? Sir, the hospital staff claimed she had no knowledge of having been Made.”
“That’s highly unlikely,” the other man said.
Elysia straightened. The other man was Doug. And the first man was most likely his father, the Deacon. Was this what he had been called away to do?
“But this necromancer is out there now,” the reporter insisted. “What if he Makes someone else?”
“Impossible,” the Deacon said. “Such necromancers are the stuff of legend and fairy tales. The extremely rare individual who possesses the talent, might make one, maybe two liches in his entire lifetime.”
Elysia lifted a brow. That wasn’t accurate. Well, perhaps it was true for those necromancers with barely enough juice to make a lich, but she knew Doug had more than enough strength to create as many liches as he chose in his lifetime. And she had to assume his father was the same. Granted, they couldn’t create a lich with only the power of their blood, but the Deacon was definitely sugarcoating things for this interview.
“Why so few?” the reporter asked.
“To Make is to give of yourself. Give too much and you cease to be.”
“It kills the necromancer?”
“To put it in layman’s terms.” There was a smile in the Deacon’s voice.
The reporter responded with a smile of her own. “Thank you, Deacon. You’ve put my mind at ease.”
“It’s no problem, Natalie. I’m glad to have the opportunity to dispel the degrading rumors about my kind. I am—”
A crash sounded from the kitchen and Elysia jerked around to look over the back of the couch. “Doug?” Was he back? Perhaps the interview had been recorded, or this was a rerun. How long had she slept?
Elysia came to her feet at the sound of breaking glass and instinctively reached out with her senses. Still groggy from the nap, she had forgotten that nothing worked. The numbness pulled a soft gasp from her.
Another small sound from the kitchen drew her attention away from her magical problems. Unless Doug had acquired a cat she was unaware of, there was someone in the house.
On tiptoe, Elysia crept to the stone fireplace and the wrought iron rack of fire tools on the hearth. Careful not to make any noise—no more than she already had—she withdrew the poker. Metal scraped lightly against metal. The sound seemed loud to her ears, but the soft noises continued in the kitchen.
Elysia gripped the poker, the iron cold against her palm, and crept across the plush rug to the kitchen door. She didn’t want to call the police only to find out Doug did have a cat, or a cleaning lady. Leaning against the wall beside the kitchen door, she peeked inside. A woman knelt beside the French doors, gathering the pieces from a broken pane.
For a moment, Elysia entertained the hope that she really was a cleaning lady—except, the backyard was inaccessible from the street, and this woman was wearing a bathrobe. The woman reached out a hand for the next piece of glass and stopped in mid-motion. Slowly, she rose to her feet and turned to face Elysia as if she had known she was being watched.
Elysia pressed a hand to her mouth. The thin robe covered a hospital gown decorated in pink and blue teddy bears. It was the girl from the convenience store.
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“I tried to knock.” The girl gestured with the broken glass she held. “But it broke.”
Elysia lowered the poker and stepped into the room. “That’s okay.” Her voice quivered and she stopped to swallow.
The girl gave her a hesitant nod, then laid the broken glass on a nearby counter. When she turned back, her expression was still uncertain. “You were there, at the store, with him.”
“I was.” Elysia gripped the poker tighter as the girl took a step toward her. She didn’t seem to be here for malicious purposes, but Elysia was the one responsible for Making her.
“So, where is he?” the girl asked. “I thought he called me here.”
“Who?”
“The werewolf.”
James. She was talking about James.
“Did he bite me or something?” the girl asked. “I don’t remember what happened.”
“What do you remember?”
“Those guys with the guns, and your friend becoming the wolf. There were gunshots and the next thing I know, I wake up in the hospital. They had to take my son, early, then everyone freaked out because I was awake and all the monitors said I was dead.”
“Your son?” Elysia schooled her features, trying not to let her apprehension show.
“He’s in the NICU, but they wouldn’t tell me more.”
Elysia slumped in relief. Oh God, it had worked. The baby had lived.
“Guys in suits showed up,” the girl continued. “I think they were PIA, then I overheard them say they were going to call the necromancers.” She crossed her arms, hugging herself. “I got out of there quick.”
This was the girl who had escaped the hospital, the one Doug and his dad had given the interview about. What happened when they found out that Elysia had Made her? The Deacon had rules about lich making, but she had never paid them close attention because she had never intended to make one. What kind of trouble would she be in for not only making one, but causing a public outcry over it?
“Why did you come here?” Elysia asked.
“I felt… compelled to.” She shrugged. “That’s the best I can describe it.”
Elysia frowned. This made no sense. She hadn’t summoned the girl.
“What happened to your eyes?” the girl asked. “I don’t remember them that way before. Did he do something to you, too?”
“No. What’s your name?”
“Kari.” Her brow wrinkled. “Is he here?”
“No. This… compulsion you sense is from me.” Apparently. Elysia had no idea how that could work when her power was locked away.
“From you?” The girl, Kari, took a step back. “Do you know what happened to me?”
“Yes.” Elysia met her gaze. This wasn’t going to be easy. “One of the bullets hit you and… you were dying. Your soul was leaving your body.”
“How did you know?” Kari whispered.
Elysia ignored the question, forcing herself to continue. “To keep your baby alive until help could arrive, I bound your soul to your body.”
“What do you mean?”
It was best to come right out and say it. “I made you a lich.”
Kari stood straighter. “Isn’t that some kind of zombie?”
“No. Zombies are just bodies, animated by… a necromancer.”
Kari stared at her. “You’re a necromancer.”
“Yes.”
“Oh God.” Kari turned toward the door, ready to flee.
“Wait!”
Kari froze. “Why can’t I move?”
Elysia stiffened. Commanding her to stop had been instinctive; logically, it shouldn’t have worked. She walked over to stand in front of her. “I’m sorry, but—”
“Why can’t I move?” Kari stared at her with wide eyes.
“Because you’re dead,” Elysia whispered, “and I gave you a command.”
A single tear tracked down Kari’s cheek. In a week’s time, she would lose that ability as her body gradually died and the fluids dried up. Though most of the internal fluids would remain for months, slowly rotting along with the organs, and eventually the flesh.
Elysia swallowed in an effort to keep her churning stomach from expelling her breakfast. The horror of being sentenced to eternity as a rotting corpse. And she had done this.
“I’m so sorry, but if I’d let you die naturally, I didn’t think the ambulance could get there in time to save your baby.” Elysia took a breath and forced herself to continue. “I should have followed up on what happened to you, but I had other problems and… No, that doesn’t make it right.”
Kari stared at her. “Did you sell my soul to the devil?”
“No! Necromancers aren’t satanic.” Why did people always assume that? “It’s a form of magic, that’s all.”
“But—”
“Yes, I have the ability to animate the dead. It’s not a popular party trick, but I was born this way. I didn’t make any deals with the dark one to possess this power. The truth is, my life would be a lot simpler if I was talentless.”
Kari frowned, her expression apprehensive, yet thoughtful.
Elysia sighed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t snap at you. You’ve been through hell and have no idea why. I’ve had a bad week myself.”
Kari eyed her. “What’s a bad week for a necromancer?”
“I accidentally soul-bound a grim and put myself under an alchemist’s influence. I took a potion to knock out my power so I could free the grim.”
Kari’s brows rose.
“It isn’t working,” Elysia said.
“What’s a grim?”
“You’ve met him.” Elysia continued when Kari gave her a puzzled look. “My friend, your werewolf—except he’s not a werewolf. He’s a hellhound.”
“And you’re not satanic.”
Elysia almost smiled at the sarcasm. “He has the ability to shape shift into one of the guardians of the land of the dead. The hellhound moniker is a carryover from centuries past.”
Kari stared at her, and Elysia realized that she was probably overloading the poor girl with information.
Elysia laid the poker on the counter beside the broken glass and rubbed both hands over her face. God, what had she been thinking? She made the girl a lich then abandoned her? What a shitty thing to do.
“Are you okay?” Kari asked.
Elysia dropped her hands, surprised by the question. Kari had been made a lich, had an infant in intensive care, and she was inquiring after her Maker’s well-being? It was time to suck it up, and take some responsibility.
“Thank you. I’ll be okay,” Elysia said.
Will you?
Elysia ignored the whisper and offered Kari her hand. “I’m Elysia.”
Kari gave her a tentative smile and placed her cool hand in Elysia’s. “Like the Elysian Fields? You were named for the Greek heaven?”
“Necromancers are an odd lot.”
Kari’s smile grew.
“I can’t undo this,” Elysia admitted.
“Because I died?”
“Yes.”
Kari released a shaky breath. “But you didn’t kill me; you tried to save me.”
“Save your baby. Making someone into a lich is not an act of compassion.” Elysia stopped. She had overwhelmed Kari with enough information for now. Later, she would explain that her body would continue to rot. But not now.
“I see it as one.” Kari smiled.
“Thank you.” What a mess.
“Will you help me find out how my baby’s doing? Maybe get in to see him?”
“I’ll certainly try.”
The phone rang before Elysia could say more. She walked to the counter and saw Doug’s name on the caller ID. She picked up the phone.
“Ely?” Doug sounded relieved. “I’m going to be later than expected. Father needs my help with something.”
“The problem at the hospital?”
“How—”
“I saw the broadcast.”
“Of course.” It sounded like he smiled. “Father is pissed. If there really is a lich, someone violated the ban.”
“The ban?”
“All Makings must go through the Deacon’s office. It always struck me as an obsolete rule, but I now understand the pandemonium that can ensue if it is ignored.” He sighed. “This is such a mess.”
Elysia glanced at Kari. Yes, it was.
“I’ll be home as quick as I can. Are you okay?”
“As good as can be expected.”
“Hang in there. It’ll be over soon.”
“I hope so.” She bid Doug farewell and returned the phone to the charging cradle. She turned to face Kari. The girl gave her a questioning look, her hands gripped in front of her. Doug didn’t believe that Elysia could still feel the bond with James, but here stood evidence that Elysia’s power was still functioning on some level. The problem was, she couldn’t tell Doug and risk exposing what she had done. He had always been hesitant about introducing her to his father, claiming his father was very selective about who his boys dated. This incident would not improve Elysia’s standing in his eyes. It might even deny her family their much-needed assistance. But it was clear to her that Neil’s alchemical solution wasn’t working.
“What is it?” Kari asked, no doubt wondering why Elysia was just standing there.
“I need to go somewhere.” Neil. She needed to tell him that his potion hadn’t worked. To show him that his potion hadn’t worked.
“And my baby?”
“I haven’t forgotten. Let me take care of this first, then we’ll head over to the hospital.”
“Okay.” Kari gave her a big smile.
“Let’s find you some clothes, then we’ll see what we can accomplish.” Elysia turned toward the doorway, feeling good for the first time since taking Neil’s potion. Taking action would do that, she decided.
 
The girl at the desk smiled. “Yes, I remember you. You’re Doug’s fiancée, right?”
“That’s right.” Elysia returned the smile, conscious that she still wore her sunglasses. She didn’t want the receptionist to see her white eyes.
“Lucky you.” The receptionist gave her a wink, then turned her attention to Kari. “Did he Make her?” She didn’t attempt to show any discretion about discussing Kari’s situation in front of her. The dead were nothing more than objects in the necromancer world.
The woman’s callous indifference went right through Elysia. That and her assumption that Doug was the one responsible. “Her name is Kari, and I Made her.” Cursed or not, she wouldn’t live what was left of her life in Doug’s shadow.
The receptionist’s eyes went wide.
Elysia clamped her mouth shut, immediately regretting the words. What was she thinking? The woman was bound to mention it to Doug—and everyone else she saw. The strain of her power loss was making her reckless.
“Care if we go back?” Elysia waved toward the locked doors behind the receptionist’s desk. She lifted her chin, trying to emulate the arrogance Doug always displayed around lesser necromancers.
“No, please,” the receptionist collected herself enough to answer. “Go right ahead. I believe Doug said he would be in room two.” She pressed a button, and the sound of the lock disengaging echoed around the room.
Elysia had started to turn away, but stopped. “Doug’s here?”
The receptionist lifted a brow, looking surprised. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”
“I meant, he’s here already.” Elysia smiled. “He must have driven fast.”
“He just arrived.”
Elysia thanked her and headed for the doors, her stomach twisting in apprehension. It looked like she would have to pay for her ill-thought comment immediately.
Elysia led Kari through the doors into the empty hall beyond. Should she hide Kari in one of the rooms? She would prefer to speak to Doug before he met Kari. But what if all the employees weren’t gone for the day? Everyone who worked here had some tie to the Deacon’s family, and most of them were necromancers. If one of them came face to face with Kari, they would know what she was—unless Elysia could find a way for her to blend in with the other dead. If Kari hid in a mortuary drawer…
Memories rose. The hollow dark. Cold dead fingers sliding along her thin child’s arm. Elysia shivered. She could never ask Kari to hide in a drawer.
“You’re engaged?” Kari’s question interrupted Elysia’s dark memories.
“What?”
“The woman at the desk said you were engaged.”
“Oh. Yes.” Elysia led her slowly down the hall, still not certain what to do.
“To the were—I mean, the grim?”
“No. Another necromancer.” They were approaching the room where she had met Neil. One of the double doors to that room stood open, and she heard a low rumble of male voices. Neil and Doug?
“When you walked into my store, I thought you and your friend were a couple.”
“He’s dead.”
“Like me or…”
“Like you, in a way.”
They had reached the autopsy room, and Elysia stopped behind the closed door to sneak a peek through the small pane of glass. Doug was indeed present, along with Neil. The pair of them stood over one of the three tables in the room.
“What the hell?” she whispered. James lay on the table.
She pressed her hands to the cool steel of the door, ready to shove it open and demand to know why James was here and not at his hotel.
“If she can’t feel a dead bird, she can’t feel the bond.” Neil’s voice carried through the open door beside her. He straightened from his position bent over James’s arm. He held a syringe filled with a bright red liquid in his gloved hand. James’s blood.
Elysia hesitated.
“What are you saying?” Doug asked. “Has she already lost it?”
“You knew it was a possibly.”
“In time. You reassured me the potion wouldn’t accelerate the process.”
The door warmed beneath Elysia’s hands, but she didn’t push it open.
“Hold him.” Neil picked up an empty syringe from the cart beside him and turned back to James.
“He’s secure.” Doug didn’t touch James. He didn’t have to. It was Doug’s power that held him in place.
“So keep her as a mistress,” Neil said. “It was unlikely your father would have accepted her anyway, coming from the family she does.”
Doug didn’t respond, but he didn’t deny Neil’s assertion about his father, either. Elysia’s heart thumped a dull beat against her ribs. She had been right about Doug’s father.
Neil withdrew another syringe of blood. “Okay. Command him to change before he bleeds to death.”
“From a needle stick?”
“He doesn’t heal on his own.”
Elysia frowned. Was that true? And how did Neil know so much about him? Had he been experimenting on him all this time?
“Keep a tight leash.” Neil pushed the cart away from the table, his words almost lost to the squeaky wheels. “He’s quick.”
“Afraid?” Doug asked.
“You haven’t seen what he can do. Right, James?”
James didn’t give him a response.
“Let’s see what you can do, dead man.” Doug looked like he wanted to roll his eyes. “Change.”
James rolled off the table and darkness enveloped him before he hit the floor. He landed on four paws with a soft thump. A dark doorway appeared before him, seeming to float in mid air. Elysia remembered seeing the same thing at the store when he took out the second gunman.
“Stop!” Doug shouted.
James snarled, but did nothing else.
Little brother? An accented voice echoed out of the darkness.
“Wait.” Neil moved closer.
A form moved within the doorway, a shadow in the darkness, his red eyes focused on them.
“What is that?” Doug whispered.
Neil stopped before the doorway. “Who are you?”
Necromancer. The form snarled. Your kind has no power over me here.
Elysia shivered. It took an effort to stand here. She didn’t like Neil, but she had to admire his courage to converse with that thing.
“I know who you are,” Neil said, wonder in his voice.
Come closer, the voice said. Magical souls are indeed the tastiest.
The person within the darkness stepped to the edge of the opening, and Elysia pressed a hand to her mouth. It was the monster from her dream. Over seven feet tall, this thing looked like a werewolf. Light danced across the doorway, and the monster snarled and stepped back. The sound made her want to turn and run.
“You can’t step through, can you?” Neil asked. “Why can he?” He gestured at James.
He has a body made of flesh. The monster moved into the light. Bring me a body and I will serve you.
“Don’t, Neil,” Doug whispered, his tone urgent. “That’s a demon.”
Neil ignored his cousin. “A body? Any body?”
A body of the blood. A living body. The monster whispered, longing in every word.
“Blood? Whose blood?”
The blood of the hound.
Neil glanced at James, his look considering.
James snarled.
Elysia shivered again. God, James sounded like the thing in the doorway.
“Change back.” Doug’s voice broke the quiet.
James became human, crouching naked on the tile floor. The doorway winked out, but his glowing green eyes didn’t watch it go; they were locked with hers.
Elysia took a hasty step to the side and pressed her back against the wall beside the door.
“What’s wrong?” Kari whispered.
Elysia waved her to silence.
“Do you mind?” Neil sounded pissed.
“You were conversing with a demon.”
“Ah, cousin.” Neil clicked his tongue a few times, the sound an admonishment. “So little you know. It’s sad how far our kind have fallen.”
“That was a doorway into the land of the dead.”
“Of course it was. He’s a hellhound. A guardian of that place.”
“Why the surprise, Doug?” James spoke up. “Certainly you’ve seen Elysia open a portal. Or is that why you wanted her power knocked out?”
Elysia didn’t move. She had no idea what James meant about a portal, but she wanted to hear Doug’s answer to the last part.
“What are you talking about, dead man?” Doug demanded.
“I think my cousin is confused,” Neil said to James. “Doug wants to present you to his father, free of an interfering bond. Not that he’s above stunting his fiancée, but I don’t think he fully realizes what she can do.”
“How would you know what she’s capable of?” Doug asked.
“Her ancestry, cousin. And your comment that she’s already losing ground to her curse.”
“The curse is real?”
“Of course. A brilliant feat of alchemy and necromancy.”
Elysia held her breath so she didn’t miss a word. If Neil knew about her curse, he might know specifics.
Neil snorted. “But I doubt she understands its true purpose.”
“How do you?’
“I know my trade.” He began moving the squeaky-wheeled cart once more. “If you would, collar the grim and put him back in his drawer.”
Elysia pressed a hand to her mouth. His drawer? Had James been here all along, locked in a drawer when Neil wasn’t experimenting on him?
Doug grumbled, but he must have done as told because a door slammed a few minutes later.
“I expect results,” Doug said. “You had better not be delaying so you can spend more time with the grim.”
“Don’t worry. You’ll get to present him to your father soon, although I still think it a foolish idea.”
“Father knows discretion. He won’t want to start a war with New Magic.”
Elysia didn’t get a chance to wonder what he meant by that. Footsteps approached the door. “Hide!” she whispered to Kari. They ran across the hall and pushed open the swinging door into another room. Only the emergency lights were on, giving the room an eerie glow.
“Why are we hiding?” Kari whispered.
Elysia held up a finger, silently asking for her to wait. Doug’s footfalls echoed in the hall, moving away from them. Fortunately, Kari’s presence wouldn’t be noticed in a building full of the dead.
“I’ve been betrayed.” Elysia slumped against the wall beside the door. “That was my fiancé.” She had always known that Doug didn’t truly love her, but she also knew that his reasons for pursuing her had never been malicious ones. He only wanted to join his power to hers, adding even more clout to the Nelson name in the next generation. Though it did surprise her that he was willing to go against his father’s wishes to do that. He never went against his father.
“I’m sorry.” Kari laid a hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently.
Once again, Elysia was touched by this girl’s compassion. Elysia took a steadying breath. She didn’t have time to feel sorry for herself. She had to get James free.
“Listen, I—”
“Someone’s coming.” Kari’s grip tightened.
Elysia bit back a cry, certain Kari had almost crushed her shoulder. “Easy.” She patted Kari’s hand. “You have the strength of the dead.”
The squeak of Neil’s cart echoed in the hall, moving closer.
Elysia guided Kari away from the door and took her first good look at the room. It wasn’t an autopsy room; there were no tables here. Instead, the room was filled with counters and cabinets. She eyed a microscope and the nearby rack of test tubes. It was the lab Doug had mentioned—and Neil was no doubt coming here.
They stood in the center of the room, and the only door out led straight into Neil’s path.
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“Duck under a cabinet?” Kari whispered.
Elysia glanced over at her. That might have worked, if there were other bodies in here. “He’s a necromancer. He’ll sense you.” Being stunted only prevented a necro from using his magic; it didn’t stop him from feeling—unless the stunting was potion induced, like hers.
Elysia gripped Kari’s upper arm. “I need you to distract him.”
Kari’s eyes widened. “How?”
“Tell him you’re the lich from the hospital, sent here for safekeeping until the Deacon decides what to do with you. Tell him anything, just don’t mention me.”
“But—”
“Don’t worry. He’s stunted. He can’t use his power on you. Once I’m out of the room, you can punch his lights out.”
Kari’s brows rose.
“Strength of the dead, remember.” Elysia ducked under the nearest cabinet, a moment before the door swung open. An instant later, the room was bathed in light as Neil flipped the switch. The cart squeaked, then abruptly stopped.
“Who are you?” he demanded.
“I’m Kari.” She took a few steps toward him. “Are you the Deacon?”
“No.” He moved closer. “You’re a lich.”
“That’s what they tell me.” Kari’s voice fell to a whisper. “They say I’m dead.”
“You are.” Stunted or not, Neil had the usual necromancer indifference to the dead.
“Oh.” She sounded so dejected. “What happens to me?”
“You probably don’t want to know.” He walked past her, dismissing her as unworthy of his notice. His indifference surprised Elysia. Liches were so rare that most viewed even the possibility as a fable.
Neil approached her hiding place, and Elysia shrunk against the wall, but he didn’t stop. He continued down the counter, halting a short distance away.
“You say the Deacon’s on his way over?” Neil asked.
“Now? I don’t know. I heard them say that he would decide what to do with me.” Kari followed him.
Elysia expected Neil to question how Kari got here in the first place, but he remained silent for a long moment.
“Who Made you?” he finally asked.
“What?”
“Who made you a lich?”
“I don’t know.” Kari’s voice sounded further away, as if she moved toward the back wall. “What’s this?”
“Don’t touch anything.” The rattle of glass followed Neil’s voice.
Elysia leaned forward chancing a glance into the aisle. Neil’s black robes were only yards away. Elysia pulled back, but even as she did, she realized that he had been turning in the opposite direction. Toward Kari.
Taking a deep breath, Elysia peeked out again. Neil had his back to her, walking to where Kari stood at the far end of the counter. It was now or never.
Elysia crawled out from beneath the cabinet and, staying low, began to back toward the door.
“Can you describe the one who Made you?” Neil asked.
“I had a head injury. I woke up in the hospital. Dead.” She finished in a whisper.
Neil didn’t immediately respond, and Elysia stopped, afraid he would hear her movements in the now quiet room.
“What is it?’ Kari asked him. She faced Elysia, yet kept her eyes on Neil. Elysia admired her presence of mind to not give her away by glancing at her.
“Is your heart still intact?”
“W-what?”
“Is there an incision over your heart?”
Elysia hesitated. Did Neil suspect her?
“No,” Kari answered, her horrified eyes remained on Neil, preventing her from seeing Elysia’s nod as she tried to get Kari to say yes. If Neil knew that Kari’s heart was still intact, he knew that a necromancer had Made her with blood alone. Only the rarest of the rare could do that, and it had been centuries since the last one. The one who had founded Elysia’s line.
Neil chuckled. “Interesting.” His arm shot forward, and Elysia thought he made a grab at Kari. Instead, a cloud of green gas exploded in her face. He had thrown a potion.
Elysia rose from her crouch and in three quiet steps, she was through the swinging door and back out into the hall. Her luck held as the doors didn’t creak and the hall was empty. She hesitated. What had Neil thrown at Kari? Should she try to help her? No, she couldn’t waste the opportunity Kari had given her.
Running on her toes, she hurried to the autopsy room where she had last seen James. A quick peek though the glass, and she shoved open the door. The hinge squeaked, the sound loud in the empty room—or perhaps it was amplified by her nerves.
She eased the door closed behind her and turned to face the mortuary drawers. There were twelve of them. Keenly aware of her lack of power, she stared at the doors. Which one was James’s?
A thump sounded from the hall, and Elysia glanced toward the door. She would have to rescue Kari next, but with James’s help, that shouldn’t be a problem. If he would help. He might think she had approved of his recent treatment.
“James,” she whispered. Through the numbness, the bond tightened. Neil and Doug were wrong. This bond would never dissolve.
A soft thump came from the drawers on her right. Elysia moved closer, her heart pounding as she resisted the urge to start opening doors.
She forced herself to focus and closed her eyes, listening. James, where are you?
Another thump.
Without opening her eyes, she reached out and took another step toward the drawers. Her fingers brushed the cool metal, sliding over it until she found the latch. She opened her eyes and pulled the handle. Light from the room reached only a foot into the drawer, but it was enough to illuminate a head of black hair—not a body bag.
She caught her lower lip between her teeth and pulled out the drawer. James squinted up at her in the bright light. The only thing he wore was a metal collar locked around his throat. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and his skin appeared paler than she remembered.
“Oh God,” she whispered, brushing back his hair. “I’m so sorry.”
He lifted an arm and she stilled. His cool fingers came to rest against her cheek. “What have those bastards done to you?” His eyes held hers, his forehead wrinkled in concern. He had noticed her white eyes.
She bit back a sob. Like Kari, he put her troubles over his own.
“Later,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”
He took his hand from her face and gripped the collar encircling his throat. “I need to remove this.”
She remembered her dream and the way he had been bound, but there were no chains here.
“Why?” she asked.
He met her eyes and seemed to decide something. “It confines my power.”
She touched the keyhole worked into the metal collar. “Where’s the key?”
“Neil’s cart. It was—” James turned his head toward the door. “I hear him. He’s coming.”
Elysia turned toward the room. Aside from a counter running along one wall, only the three stainless steel tables occupied the room. And the only way out was the door into the hall.
James gripped her wrist. “Climb in here.”
Her breath caught. “I–I can’t.” The old memories surfaced. The dark, the cold. Dead hands animated by her own blood. A cold sweat instantly coated her skin.
“Elysia.”
The bond tightened and she gasped.
“I’ll be with you,” James said.
He was right, and she was being a coward. She was a grown woman not a terrified child.
Her heart thumped in her ears, and she did something she only did in her darkest nightmares: she climbed into the drawer. James moved over as much as he could to make room, but she still had to lie on her side to fit on the cold steel tray with him. Bracing his hands on the ceiling, James walked their drawer back into the narrow space that held it, then reached above their heads and caught the door.
“Careful!” The word was almost a shout, and she forced herself to continue in a softer tone. “It latches on the outside.”
“I know.” He pulled it until the latch touched, but didn’t catch. Elysia wasn’t sure if she wanted the open door to come to Neil’s attention or not. Facing him might be preferable to the sheer terror that had enveloped her.
“Easy.” James’s voice was soft in the darkness, one hand rubbing her back.
Elysia laid her head on his shoulder, trying to take his advice. She could do this. She was twenty-six not six.
“Damn,” James whispered, and light suddenly flooded their drawer.
“Clever,” Neil said.
Elysia tipped her head up to see him bending to peer into their drawer.
“You sent a lich to distract me?”
“You better not have hurt her.”
“Compassion for the dead is the first step toward insanity.” He smiled as he glanced between them. “Crawling into a drawer with one is several flights up.”
“Watch it,” James said.
Neil chuckled, his white eyes returning to Elysia’s own. “Poor Doug has no idea what you’re capable of, does he?”
She held his gaze, refusing to answer.
“I didn’t think so.” Neil straightened. “You two behave. I need to run over to the PIA offices and chat with a former colleague. He owes me a favor.” He slammed the cooler door in her face, and they were plunged into complete darkness.
James’s arms tightened around her. “Shh,” he breathed, his mouth close to her ear.
She climbed over him to push against the door. It didn’t move. “Oh God.”
“It’s all right. He’ll be back.”
She pushed against the door harder. Nothing. It wouldn’t open. Suddenly she was a child, and the body beneath her wasn’t warm. She slammed a fist against the door.
James’s warm hands slid up her arms, pulling her back.
“No!” she cried out, trying to pull away. Her back thumped against the ceiling, emphasizing the smallness of the space. How trapped she was.
“Elysia.”
She gasped with the sensation of being pulled to him. “You’re not alone.” He pressed her palms to his chest. “I’m with you, Elysia Grace.” The bond tightened, going deeper.
She groaned and squeezed her eyes closed, though it made no difference in the darkness. The terror receded, but didn’t vanish.
“Tell me you know me. Say my name.”
She swallowed, trying to moisten her dry throat.
“My middle name is Daniel.” He rubbed her back. “Come on, know me. Make me yours.”
“James Daniel,” she whispered.
He groaned at the same instant relief washed over her. It felt like she had bled off some of her magic. But how?
She opened her eyes, but couldn’t see him. She couldn’t see anything. Time rolled back twenty years, and icy fingers trailed along her thin bare arms. Dead fingers.
“All of it.” His commanding tone jerked her back into the moment. “Huntsman. My last name is Huntsman.”
Appropriate. She took a shaky breath, the air scented with the musk of his cologne, warmed by his skin. “James Daniel Huntsman.”
He cried out, his back coming off the drawer and lifting her until her own back thumped against the top of the chamber.
She gripped his shoulders to maintain her balance. Warm shoulders, yet the tight confines shot adrenaline into her veins. She reached for the door.
James caught her wrists. “No. Connect with me.” He gently returned her hands to his chest. “Share your soul.”
It took a few tries to catch her breath and speak. “Neil took that ability from me.”
A faint growl rumbled beneath her. “No. I feel you, within me. And you feel me, Elysia Grace.”
Hades’s blood, she loved the way he said her name. But she also heard his question. He wanted all of it, just as he had given all of his.
“Mallory,” she whispered. “My sire name is Mallory.”
He stilled beneath her. “Of course.” He took a breath and she braced herself. “Elysia Grace Mallory.”
She cried out as his voice pulled her the rest of the way in, and they were one. He groaned and the sound vibrated through her entire body. Unerringly, she found his lips in the darkness.
He was waiting for her, his mouth claiming hers. He squeezed her shoulders, then slid his hands down her back. Still shaking, she clung to him, certain the darkness would reclaim her if she let go.
She pressed her body closer to his, or tried to in the tight space. His hands moved down to grip her hips, and he lifted his own to meet her. She realized that eating and sleeping weren’t the only functions his body still performed. Then her back thumped the top of the chamber. Again.
“Sorry. Damn.” Frustration laced James’s voice, making the word more a growl than an effort at communication.
The absurdity of the situation struck Elysia at that moment. She pressed her forehead to his shoulder, trying to muffle the laugh, but failed. Maybe it was a touch of hysteria, but the more she thought about it, the funnier it got.
She expected anger from James, or at least annoyance, but he wrapped his arms around her shoulders and hugged her against him. His own laugher joined hers, and before long, there were tears on both their faces.
“Better?” he asked when they finally got control of themselves.
“Yes.” She rubbed a hand across her damp cheeks. “Thanks for bringing me back.”
“I didn’t mind.”
She smiled. They lay in silence for several minutes, letting their breathing return to normal.
“I had a bad experience in one of these,” she admitted.
“Anything you want to talk about?”
“Not really.”
“I understand.” He raised his hands, and she guessed he pressed his palms to the ceiling. “If my brothers have their way, an iron box is to be my destiny, though I hope it’s bigger than this one.”
“What do you mean?”
“The generation that contains the grim gets a power boost aside from the usual hunting enhancements the blood gives them. To preserve that, my brothers would like to keep me in an iron vault to protect me from harm, and preserve their power.”
“They sound like lovely people.”
“Yes, but they are family—the only family I have.” Something in his tone made it sound like there was more to it, but he didn’t elaborate.
She made a sound of understanding. “My mother went mad by the time I was six. She once mistook me for one of the dead and locked me in the cooler drawer. It was occupied.”
His arms tightened around her. “I’m sorry. That had to be terrifying.”
“Yes.”
“It was brave of you to climb in here.”
“I thought I could handle it.”
“You are.”
“Only because you pulled me back.”
“No problem. You’re not so bad for a necromancer.”
She smiled. “And you’re pretty nice for a dead guy.”
“Thanks.” He rubbed a hand over her back. She suspected he meant the gesture to be soothing, but all it did was give her chills.
She cleared her throat. “That collar limits your strength, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, I can’t bust us out.”
“And I can’t remove the collar.” She reached out, still aware of his body beneath hers, and felt around the door. “No exposed hinges.”
“Neil will let us out eventually, but what he plans beyond that, I don’t know.”
“You speak like you know him.”
“He’s one of the necros who had me before.”
“Damn.” She dropped her head to his shoulder. “And I gave you back to him.”
“Don’t blame yourself. I let Doug bring us here.”
“Like you had any say. I would have overridden you.”
He sighed, but didn’t comment, his fingers playing with her hair.
“What did Neil mean about visiting the PIA?” she asked. Was it some kind of follow up on Kari?
“I’m not sure, but he used to work there.”
Elysia didn’t know what to make of that. At the time, it had seemed Neil had been taunting her, or James.
“How bad is it?” James asked.
It took her a moment to realize that he spoke of her magic. “It hurts, but…”
“What?” He continued to play with her hair, brushing it back from her face.
“The worst are the whispers.”
“The whispers?”
She braced herself to continue, determined to admit to him what she hadn’t been able to tell Doug. “I’m hearing voices.”
“Do you hear them now?” His tone was serious.
She stopped to listen and heard… nothing. “They’re gone.”
“Of course.” A smile entered his voice. “The dead usually flee from a grim.”
She stilled. “Ghosts. You think they’re ghosts.”
“I heard them when you first found me.”
“It’s not in my head,” she whispered.
“No.” He ran a hand over her hair again.
She closed her eyes and pressed her forehead to his jaw, unable to stop the tears. She wasn’t going mad.
“The bastard has blocked your ability to bleed off the life within you. It’s bottled up, becoming a damned siren’s call to the dead.”
She lifted her head. “How do you know? Isn’t your power locked down, too?”
“It is, but my sensitivity remains. Trust me, I’ll go mad long before you do if we remain trapped in this drawer.”
She smiled then tipped her head up to kiss the underside of his jaw.
His breath shook as he exhaled. “I’m actually serious.”
She snorted. “Sabotaging yourself again?”
“As you can attest, the space is a bit limiting. Maybe if you weren’t wearing pants…”
“Have you been thinking about this?”
“From the moment you climbed in here. Though with my luck, Neil would show up just as things got interesting.”
She laughed, grateful the darkness hid her blush. “He’s a necromancer. I doubt it would shock him.”
“True.” James fell silent.
“Yes?”
“I’ve noticed that you’re a necromancer.”
She wondered if he could feel her heart pounding against his ribs. “No, I’ve never had sex in a mortuary drawer. I have a phobia about them, remember?”
“Oh right.”
“But I’m not opposed to the idea.”
“Twisted necromancer.”
“Yes.” She returned her cheek to his chest.
He cleared his throat. “So, in a mortuary drawer. With… a dead man.”
“With you.”
He fell silent, and she began to second-guess the banter. There was supposed to be a grain of truth in every joke. Perhaps he did think her twisted.
“Do you think our magical compatibility got the better of us again?” she asked.
“Maybe.”
She sighed. “Sorry.”
“I don’t think you’re at fault.”
“Perhaps not the only one.”
“Perhaps.”
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James came awake with a gasp. He called the hound, ready to rip the threat to shreds—and hit an iron wall. He lay panting in the dark, attempting to adjust to his deadened senses. What had awakened him?
He cursed under his breath. He hadn’t meant to go to sleep. When Neil returned, he wanted to be ready.
Elysia was oblivious to his anxiety. Her cheek rested on his shoulder, her warm breath slow and even against the side of his neck. She was quiet now, but she had been restless on and off all night. He didn’t know what demons plagued her. In their short acquaintance, he had come realize that her life hadn’t been easy. Then too, she might not be dreaming of her past. She might be dreaming of Doug’s betrayal, or the loss of her magic. Both things James felt he should have been able to prevent.
If he got this collar off, he vowed to take both necromancers from this world—especially Neil. That man needed a slow trip to hell.
Elysia muttered something, shifting against him. He ran a hand over her hair until she settled down. She slid her hand across his stomach until her arm encircled his waist, and her breathing grew slow and steady again.
It was amazing he had slept at all with her pressed so close. Her power hummed beneath her too warm skin, and he squirmed against the tray they lay on. She was right, of course. Their magical compatibility had gotten the better of them once more. There could be no other explanation. They barely knew each other. Hell, he had only just learned her last name.
Elysia Grace Mallory. Another point he had missed. She had said the founder of her line had been an alchemist. Ian Mallory, of course. Though if it was her female line that was cursed, he didn’t know why she still bore Ian’s last name. James decided that he hadn’t been such a bonehead for missing it after all.
Footfalls sounded outside his drawer. Damn it, he had let himself get distracted. “Elysia!” he whispered, squeezing her with the arm he had wrapped behind her back. “Wake up.”
She gasped, lifting her head from his shoulder. “What is it?”
“He’s coming. When he pulls out the drawer, roll off your side—and hold your breath.”
“Hold my—”
“He might gas us.”
“Got it.” She gave his shoulder a squeeze, shifting around until she lay on her side facing away from him.
The door snapped open and light poured into the drawer, blinding him. James sucked in a breath and held it, then heard Elysia do the same.
“Good morning,” Neil said, then threw out a hand. A fine green powder exploded in their faces. James suspected it was Addie’s Perfect Assistant Dust. The powder would give Neil the ability to command them, and they would have no choice but to obey.
James gripped the edge of the opening and pulled them out into the open air so fast that Neil had to stumble back to avoid being hit. Still holding his breath, James rolled off his side and dropped to the ground. Tucking his legs beneath him, he landed in a crouch.
A thump sounded on the far side of the drawer. Elysia grunted in pain, then immediately began to cough. Neil had shoved her against the drawers, and the green powder still hung in the air around them.
James sprang to his feet, leaping over the drawer, his hands outstretched as he reached for Neil. He might not be able to rip out his soul, but he was more than capable of killing him with only his hands. Besides, James had promised him a slow trip to hell.
Neil threw up a hand, stumbling backward while the other hand reached for a vial along his ribs. “Stop him!” Neil shouted.
James’s hands closed around his throat.
“James, stop!” Elysia shouted. Her power slammed into him.
He doubled over with the force of it, releasing Neil. What happened? Could she use her power again?
Elysia covered her mouth with one hand, clearly shocked. Yes, the green powder had been Perfect Assistant Dust. Elysia would now obey any command Neil gave her.
Oddly, Neil looked just as stunned. He stared at Elysia with wide, white eyes. “You can still control him? How is that possible? Doug said you can’t even sense death.”
“I’m not stunted,” she said with heat. “I just got fucked over by an alchemist. Again.”
James frowned at Neil, then he understood. “You designed the potion you gave her around your own blood.” It wasn’t a form of necro Extinguishing Dust. Neil had really attempted to stunt her.
Neil ignored him, his attention still on Elysia. “You can’t sense your magic, but you can still use it?”
Elysia clenched her fists. “I’m as surprised as you are.” Her eyes narrowed. “Or not. You did tell me to stop him. And what was in that powder you threw at me?”
“I thought you would throw yourself in his path.” Neil waved off the rest of it. “A mystery for another day.” He tugged on his robes to straighten them before addressing Elysia once more. “You are not to give him a command unless I tell you to, and he is not allowed to move unless you command it.”
Elysia’s eyes widened as she absorbed the command. “James, don’t move unless I command it,” she whispered. The crease in her brow made it clear that she didn’t understand what was happening.
Fury filled James along with her power, but his anger wasn’t directed at her.
“Very good.” Neil smiled then turned toward the door. “I want you both next door. Make it happen, Elysia.”
A muscle flexed in her jaw, but she started walking. “James, come with me.”
Her power flowed into him once more, and he fell in step beside her. She glanced up, her white eyes confused and angry.
“The powder is called Perfect Assistant Dust,” James said.
Neil snorted from a few yards ahead of them. “Amelia really needs to come up with better names for her potions.”
James ignored him. “The powder leaves you open to suggestion, not unlike necromantic compulsion. Neil stole it from Addie.”
Elysia looked up, her expression puzzled.
“Addie’s my friend. She’s also a master alchemist. After I kill Neil, I’ll take you to her. She’ll fix you.”
Neil chuckled. “She’ll need my blood to do it.”
James glared at the man’s back. “I’ll take her a sample.”
Neil gave him a flat stare over his shoulder. “We’ll see, grim.” He pushed open the door to the lab and disappeared inside, completely confident they would follow.
James sighed. His confidence was warranted.
Elysia’s hand slipped into his, and James glanced down.
“I hope you can get that sample.” Cool anger burned in her eyes. Hand in hand, they walked into the lab. The door thumped closed behind them, and James skidded to a halt. Neil wasn’t the only person in the room.
“Damn, you move fast, little brother.” Brian Huntsman, the youngest of his three older brothers, rose from a crouch in the center of the room. Neil’s visit to the PIA made sense now. That’s where James’s brothers were imprisoned. Had Neil freed George and Henry, too?
“You look surprised to see me,” Brian said. He held an empty blood vial, and at his feet, he had drawn a symbol James found all too familiar.
“What are you doing?” James asked, his voice not much more than a whisper. Blood had been smeared in a wide circle around Brian’s feet. Lit candles flickered at regular intervals beside the blood. A summoning circle like the one he and Rowan had encountered at that haunted crematorium.
“The necromancer freed me from that PIA hellhole you had us throw in.” Brian glared at him. “He promised to give me powers like yours.”
“In exchange for?”
“A blood oath—to serve him. I gave it willingly.” Brian grinned.
“You believed him?”
“Elysia,” Neil cut in. “Remove James’s collar and command him to change.” Neil offered her a key.
She took the key, then turned to face James, her brow wrinkled.
“Move away before you tell me to change,” he warned her.
She reached up to grip the collar and slipped the key inside. The lock snapped open, and a moment later, the collar slid from his neck.
The world came alive around him, and James drew a deep breath.
Elysia stepped back. “Change.”
James didn’t mind this command. He was already changing. He dropped to all fours and lifted his lips to give Neil a snarl. Unfortunately, that was all he could do. Elysia’s earlier command that he do nothing unless she ordered it still held him in check.
Neil smiled, then turned to offer Brian another vial. “Drink this, then recite the incantation.”
Brian nodded and pulled the cap from the vial. “Will I be able to do that?” He jerked his chin toward James.
“That is my hope.”
Brian grinned and downed the potion. He coughed to clear his throat. “Better than the shit Addie gave us.”
“I’d imagine so.” Neil moved over to stand beside Elysia. He turned to face Brian and crossed his arms, the movement exposing his tattoos. “Go ahead.”
Brian gave James a triumphant grin, then began to speak. The words sounded like mangled Latin. What was Neil up to?
Elysia twined her fingers in James’s fur, her grip growing tighter the more Brian spoke.
Brian bent and touched his fingers to the circle drawn in blood. “Ancestor, hear me.” He lifted his bloody fingers to his mouth and smeared his lips, finishing with a lick. His hazel eyes took on a faint green glow as his body absorbed the power of James’s blood. “I call you from the void, Gavin Huntsman.”
James pricked his ears forward, a growl bubbling up when Gavin appeared within the circle with Brian.
Elysia gasped.
Nice job, necromancer. Gavin snarled the words. He stepped up behind Brian and wrapped both arms around him. The circle was technically a chunk of the dead realm superimposed in the mortal plane. The alignment gave Gavin’s spirit form a physical manifestation.
“What are you doing?” Brian asked at the same time Neil leaned over to mumble in Elysia’s ear.
She gave a cry and pressed both hands to her mouth.
Neil gripped her wrists and pulled her hands down. “Say it.”
“James,” she whispered, choking on a sob. “Rip out your brother’s soul.”
James yelped as her power slammed into him. He could no more ignore the command than he could ignore the need to draw his next breath.
Brian’s eyes went wide, and Gavin pulled back his lips in a ghastly impersonation of a smile.
James sprang forward.
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Elysia opened her mouth to command James to stop, but the sound died in her throat, unable to escape. She lunged after him, desperate to stop him.
Neil caught her by the upper arm, jerking her back to his side. “Don’t interfere.”
She could do nothing but watch as James leapt into the air, clearing the bloody circle drawn on the floor. As had happened at the convenience store, James didn’t collide with his intended target; he vanished into him. But this time was different. The monster vanished as well, as James’s brother slumped to the floor.
“Command James to heel,” Neil said, his grip on her arm so tight it hurt. Was he afraid now that James was no longer in sight?
“James, heel,” she whispered, not sure how much good it would do.
Toenails clicked on the tile, and he was suddenly beside her. He staggered, his shoulder bumping her hip before he collapsed at her feet.
Neil released her, and she dropped to her knees beside James. She ran her hands over the fur of his back, and mentally pleaded for his forgiveness.
James’s brother lay unmoving in the circle. Without her magic, Elysia wasn’t sure if he was dead. But James’s reaction made it clear that he was.
Neil picked up one of the flickering candles and tipped it on its side until the flame touched the circle of blood. A whoosh, and the circle ignited in a flash of green flame. Before Elysia could do more than gasp, the flames were gone.
“Did it work?” Neil remained in his crouch on the circle’s perimeter.
James’s brother turned his head, and Elysia’s mouth dropped open.
“The blood is too thin,” he rasped. His eyes flickered open, revealing irises of glowing red.
Elysia pressed a hand to her mouth. The monster had had glowing red eyes.
“Hang on. I have a solution.” Neil rose to his feet, turning toward Elysia. “Command James to change and take his brother next door. I want him on one table, his brother on the other. Make it happen, Elysia.”
The words were out of her mouth before Elysia could even wonder what Neil was up to. This must be what it felt like to James when a necro took control of him. God, it was such a violation. If she got him out of this, she would never give him a command again.
James obeyed without even glancing in her direction. Tears rolled down her cheeks as he gathered his brother in his arms and left the room.
Neil busied himself transferring a variety of supplies from the countertop to his cart.
Elysia glanced around in search of something, anything she could do to stop this. Though there was nothing to be done for James’s brother, Neil clearly wasn’t finished. And she was quickly learning that whatever Neil intended wouldn’t be good.
While Neil had his back to her, Elysia took the opportunity to take several steps to her right, closer to the counter that ran through the center of the room. An assortment of lab equipment and reagent bottles lined the surface, and she entertained the notion of throwing something at him. The change in position gave her a view along the other side of the counter, and she stopped in surprise. Kari lay sprawled on the tile floor at the far end of the room.
Elysia hurried along the back of the counter and dropped to her knees beside her, but the girl’s cool skin and silent heart told her nothing. She touched Kari’s cheek, then jerked her hand away when the girl’s eyes rotated toward her.
Neil stepped around the end of the counter.
“What have you done to her?” Elysia gripped Kari’s hand.
“Your affection for your creation is… disturbing,” Neil said with a smile. “But fear not. I’ve only denied her the ability to move. It’s nearly impossible to knock the dead insensate.” He returned to his cart and began pushing it toward the door. “Come along.”
Given no choice, Elysia did as commanded.
 
Elysia could do nothing but watch as Neil checked the blood bag he had rigged for James’s brother—or what had been James’s brother. For what felt like the hundredth time, Elysia wished she had her power back. From where she sat on her stool, she could see the rise and fall of his chest, but that didn’t mean he lived. James’s chest also rose and fell, an observation that gave her some comfort. The bag of blood had come from him, and he bled still.
With gloved hands, Neil adjusted the IV he had inserted into the brother’s arm. Satisfied, he selected a penlight from his cart and checked his pupils. It seemed Neil had had some medical training. From her experience, most members of the Nelson family had.
“You said that James doesn’t heal, that he could bleed out unless he changes,” Elysia reminded Neil.
“That is correct.” Neil didn’t look up from what he was doing. “Grim physiology is fascinating. I’d love to study it more.”
“Shouldn’t you remove James’s collar?” Neil had forced her to place the collar back around James’s throat as soon as they returned to the room.
Neil glanced at her before turning back to what he was doing. “Do you really think it’s in the best interest of… anyone that the Deacon or the Flame Lord be given the power to command the grim?”
Elysia frowned. “The Flame Lord?”
“That’s who he works for.”
Neil’s comment about Doug’s father starting a war between Old Magic and New now made sense.
She glanced at James, but he didn’t respond. He stared at the ceiling, as he had for the last half hour. Had it hurt him that much to kill his brother? From what he had told her about his family, she couldn’t imagine him having any affection for them.
“So,” Elysia faced Neil, “you’re going to let him… cease to be?”
Neil didn’t answer. He finished adjusting the IV, then started the pump to transfer James’s blood into his brother.
“You’re taking the grim,” she said, as the horror of what he was really doing set in. “But in a form no one will recognize.”
“Brilliant, don’t you think?” Neil straightened and gave her a smile.
“I think I’ll refrain from saying what I really think.” Her words were glib, but her heart thumped a nervous beat. She had to get James free, but had no idea how. Neil had commanded her onto this stool, after forcing her to inhale another dose of that powder. She couldn’t leave the stool even if she knew what to do.
Neil chuckled at her comment and picked up something off his cart. The fluorescent light winked off the scalpel he held. Elysia tensed, afraid he was going to help James’s bleeding along, but Neil returned to James’s brother instead. With a callus indifference that suggested he had done this many times, he ran the scalpel across the tip of his left ring finger.
“Heart’s blood,” he told her.
“Superstition.” Blood was blood.
“Is it?” He returned the scalpel to the cart. “Something tells me you haven’t studied your necromancy as you should.”
“Because I’m not a monster like you?”
“Because your family has to throw themselves on the Deacon’s mercy. Had you been at the helm, things might have been different.”
She frowned. “Are you saying he would have respected us?”
“He wouldn’t have had the balls to open those new funeral parlors in your hometown. He would have feared you.”
“The Deacon. Fear me?”
“My dear Miss Mallory, there are only two necromancers alive right now with the ability to create a lich with the very power of their blood—and you are one of them.”
“The Deacon is the other?”
Neil smiled and returned to his grim-in-the-making. With his opposite hand, he opened the man’s mouth, then pushed his bleeding finger inside.
Elysia frowned. Now what was he up to? “What are you going to do with Kari?” she asked.
“Kari?”
“My companion.”
“Oh. You keep interesting company, Miss Mallory. Once this task is complete, I’ll call my uncle and tell him I found his problem. That should net me a few brownie points.”
“Why would you bother?”
“There are reasons. You—” Neil stopped and the thing that had been James’s brother growled. “No,” Neil said. He didn’t pull his finger from the man’s mouth. “You are mine, Gavin Huntsman. For as long as I live, you are mine. When my life ends, so does yours.”
The hairs on Elysia’s arms stood up. Neil had soul bound him, without removing his heart. He had used only the power of his blood.
“Not the Deacon, you,” she whispered.
Neil turned to face her, wiping his finger on his robe. “Indeed, Miss Mallory. We are heirs to the throne.”
“The throne? What throne? The only thing this power grants us is an early death.”
“That’s a bit shortsighted.”
Their conversation was cut short as the new grim snarled. “You soul bound me, necromancer.”
“Yes,” Neil confirmed. “I would think it a fair trade for getting you out of the land of shades.”
He opened his eyes, glowing red eyes, and glared at Neil. “And now I am destined to go back.” His accent was all wrong for a twenty-first century American.
“You seem to doubt that I can make myself immortal,” Neil said.
Elysia studied Neil. The guy hid it well, but when you got right down to it, he was as crazy as any stunted necromancer.
The man that had been James’s brother tried to sit up.
“Lie still,” Neil said.
His new grim growled and flopped back down.
“He obeys you?” Elysia asked. How did that work if Neil was stunted?
“I gave this body’s previous occupant a potion. A potion designed around the necromantic power in my blood. Clever, huh?”
Neil returned to his charge, leaving Elysia to worry in silence.
James turned his head, those vibrant green eyes meeting hers. Was it her imagination, or did they look a little glassy? Did he realize that she had damned him the moment she bound him?
Neil snapped on a pair of gloves, and to Elysia’s relief, began to remove the IVs from both James and his new charge. He sacked up the waste and headed for the door.
“Wait!” Elysia called. “Please let James heal.”
Neil met her eyes. “Gavin, put him back in the drawer.” Without waiting to see if he would obey, Neil left the room.
Oh God, no.
The new grim, Gavin, rose to his feet. He swayed and caught himself on the table, then stumbled across the intervening space to James’s table. He snorted. “New body.”
James fisted his hands, but didn’t say anything.
“Please, Gavin.” Elysia shifted on her stool. “Let him heal.”
Gavin looked up, his eyes taking on that disturbing glow while he studied her. “I want to taste you.” He watched her for a moment longer, then turned his attention to releasing James’s ankles.
Elysia gripped her hands. “I’ll let you,” she whispered.
Gavin’s head came up, his red gaze locked with hers.
“If you free him,” she finished.
“Don’t.” James twisted on the table, trying to see her.
Gavin pulled back his lips, his eyes still on her. “You’ll try to bind me.”
“Not if you free him.”
“I cannot disobey my master.”
“Give James the key when you put him away.”
Gavin’s grin became more feral—if that was possible. “I like that, pretty necromancer. You are devious.”
Gooseflesh rose along her arms, but she didn’t look away.
“Elysia, no,” James whispered.
“You’re not going to perish because of me,” she said.
Gavin chuckled and went to work on James’s restraints. When he freed a wrist, James took a swing at him.
Gavin caught his fist against his palm and tsked. “None of that, little brother.” He picked James up, locking his arms around James’s upper body when he continued to struggle. He carried him to the mortuary drawer that still stood open and dropped him on the tray. When James tried to rise, Gavin shoved him down with one hand to his chest, then slid the drawer in and slammed the door.
“You are bound in iron,” Gavin said. “Even in this new body, I can defeat you easily.”
Elysia gripped the stool beneath her as Gavin turned to regard her. “The key is on Neil’s cart. Quickly, before he returns.”
The corner of Gavin’s mouth twitched upward. It was creepy how he reminded her of James. The hair wasn’t as dark, and the eyes—when not glowing—were hazel green, but the family resemblance was still there.
“You will be in my debt, pretty necromancer.”
“Yes, I will.” She glanced toward the door. “Please hurry.”
A final grin and he did just that, his stride more easy and coordinated. He snatched up the key, then glanced at the door. “My master comes.”
“Hurry,” she whispered.
“Gavin won’t disappoint you.” A flash of teeth, and he sprang across the room, jerked open the door, and tossed the key inside.
It clattered against the steel lining of the drawer and Elysia grimaced. Would James be able to reach it? There was only an inch or so of space on either side of the tray he lay on. He wouldn’t be able to squeeze his hand through the gap. Worse, what if the key had landed beneath the tray near his feet? He couldn’t turn in the tight confines of the drawer.
Gavin slammed the door as Neil returned. “I did as you asked, master.”
“Of course you did,” Neil said, not even glancing in Gavin’s direction. He gathered up a couple of vials from his cart and tucked them away in the long narrow pockets lining his ribs. “Gavin, there’s a dead woman on the floor in the lab. Go get her and put her in one of these drawers.”
“Which drawer?” Gavin asked, nonplused about being asked to fetch a dead woman.
Neil turned to Elysia, tipping his head toward the drawers. “Find an empty drawer to put your friend in.”
Gritting her teeth, Elysia rose to her feet and did as told. She wanted to check on James and make certain he had the key, but with Neil in the room, she didn’t get the opportunity.
Gavin returned a few minutes later with Kari slung over his shoulder. He walked to the drawer Elysia had pulled open and callously dropped Kari onto the tray. Her head bounced against the metal with a clang.
“Hey, easy.” Elysia stepped up beside her and smoothed her hair. Kari’s wide eyes focused on her.
“Unhealthy, Elysia,” Neil said.
Gavin chuckled softly.
Elysia ignored them both. “I’m sorry.” She rested a hand against Kari’s forehead. “He’s bound me with the same potion.”
Concern and perhaps sadness entered Kari’s eyes.
Elysia glanced at Neil. He was busy straightening his cart’s contents. She caught a glint of metal as he cleaned the scalpel on his black robes.
An idea forming, Elysia glanced around for something sharp. When she found nothing, she brought her hand to her mouth and pinched a small chunk of flesh between her teeth. The muscles in her jaw tensed and she hesitated, anticipating the pain. Odd that the prospect of James scratching her had been so exciting. Maybe because he could heal her.
James. He would bleed to death if he couldn’t reach that key.
Elysia bit down. Blinking her watering eyes, she pulled her finger from her mouth. Blood welled along the gash she had made.
Gavin growled, his attention on her finger.
“Later,” Elysia whispered, then pushed her finger between Kari’s lips. “Sorry.” A quick glance at Neil, and she whispered the words for a soul bond—and felt nothing when she finished. Did it even work?
Gavin stood watching, his eyes glowing faintly as she pulled her finger from Kari’s mouth. Elysia shivered, but tried to ignore his notice. He didn’t rat her out to Neil, and that was what mattered.
“Gavin.” Neil’s voice made Elysia jump. Had he seen?
“Shove in the drawer and come with me,” Neil continued. “We’re leaving.”
Elysia took a step back as Gavin did as he was told.
“You, too, Elysia,” Neil said.
“Where are we going?” She walked toward him, and Gavin slammed the door shut behind her.
“I can’t leave you here to tell Doug what I’ve done.”
“I’m not going back to Doug.”
“What a shame.” Neil shook his head. “He’ll be heartbroken, but I’m afraid you can’t just… go.”
“But—”
“I could kill you.”
She didn’t have an argument for that.
“Once you go insane perhaps, I’ll return you to him—in front of his father. That should prove amusing.”
She stopped beside him, keeping him between her and Gavin. “What makes you think I’ll go crazy?”
“You’re not as strong as I am. One whisper of a possible curse, and you cave in to despair. I was born stunted, my life has been nothing but despair—and now I stand on the cusp of having it all.” A wink, and he turned toward the door. “Come along, you two.”
She glanced toward James’s drawer. “Kari,” she whispered, not sure the girl could hear her, let alone if she would obey. “Free the grim from his drawer.”
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“It seems apt, don’t you think?” Neil stopped to let her get a good look at the mausoleum.
Elysia stared at the name carved over the door. The sun was rising and the weak light left most of the cemetery in shadow, except for a bright beam of sunlight that had snagged on the name, illuminating it in an odd brilliance. Mallory.
“Come inside. I want to show you something.” Neil walked toward the mausoleum, winding his way among the headstones to the rusted door.
Aware of Gavin standing behind her, Elysia hurried after Neil.
A simple hasp was the mausoleum’s only security. Neil pulled out a flashlight and led her inside. The derelict building had multiple holes in the roof, letting in some of the early morning light. It left the musty place shrouded in shadows, and she longed for a flashlight of her own.
Elysia came to a stop, eyeing the black stone sarcophagus in the center of the room.
Neil walked ahead of her, shining his flashlight on the lid. She was close enough to see the name and sucked in a breath. This was Ian Mallory’s tomb.
“I guess you recognize the name.” Neil gave her a smile. He turned to Gavin. “Remove the lid.”
Gavin stepped forward and, without comment, began to wrestle the heavy lid from the sarcophagus. His movements were easy and sure, and though he grunted with the awkwardness of the large lid, he seemed to already possess the strength of the dead.
Elysia gripped her hands as Gavin finally slid the lid off. She didn’t want to peer inside.
“Don’t look so concerned.” Neil stepped up to the side of the sarcophagus. “Look.”
She had seen death in various states. The dead didn’t frighten her the way they seemed to scare the untalented, but this was one grave she didn’t want to gaze into. What if he had been Made. What if—
Neil’s potion still commanded her obedience, and her legs carried her over to join him. He pointed his flashlight inside and she gasped. It wasn’t a sarcophagus, it was a stairway leading down into a crypt.
“Ingenious, huh?” Neil hopped up to sit on the waist-high wall and swung his legs over. “Come on.” He started down the stairs, taking his light with him and leaving Elysia in the gloom with Gavin. That, as much as the command, got her moving.
She climbed up on the wall.
“Shall I help you?” Gavin moved closer, his eyes glowing faintly.
“No, I got it.” She swung her legs over.
Gavin was beside her in an instant. “Remember, you promised.” His hot breath stirred the hair beside her ear.
“I know.” She swung her legs over and hurried down the steps after Neil.
Neil waited a short distance away, standing in the center of a dark red area rug. A pair of wingback chairs sat to either side of a small table. The walls were lined with shelves and though empty, they were oddly clean, as if someone had dusted them recently.
A soft thump, and Gavin landed on the rug behind her.
“What is this place?” she whispered.
“At one time, a library and a lab.” Neil turned away, and his flashlight illuminated a doorway beneath the stairs. She followed him down the narrow hall until they stood in a second, more sparely furnished room. This one held only a couple of tables and a set of rough shelves.
“Ian was a very talented alchemist for his day. Some of the things he accomplished, even in the absence of New Magic, were truly amazing. Once, this room held an impressive lab.”
“Why am I here?” Elysia cut in.
Neil turned to face her. “You’re not interested in your ancestor’s accomplishments?”
“Not particularly.”
“Huh.” He turned and led her back to the first room. “Here’s the thing. I’ve had a bit of bad luck lately, and I’m short on places to keep you that Doug doesn’t know about.”
“You’re leaving me here,” she whispered.
“Well, yes. But don’t worry, I’ll keep you fed and bring you some blankets. Not sure what to do about a bathroom.” He shook his head. “It’s so much easier with a lich, but that’s not an option any more.” He ran his light over the walls as he spoke, seeming to consider the amenities.
“Please don’t do this.”
He turned to face her. “I’m sorry, Elysia. This is a shitty way to reward you. After all, you netted me this wonderful opportunity.” He waved a hand toward Gavin. “Maybe I can brew a potion to wipe your memory. Such things can be done, but they’re touchy. Brain chemistry was never my strong suit.”
Her mouth had gone dry.
“Have a seat.” He shined his light on one of the wing chairs.
She walked over and sat, her legs shaking the whole way.
“I’ll even let you keep my flashlight.” He laid it on the table beside her. “I’ll need to find some matches and a few candles. There are wall sconces. The place won’t be nearly so gloomy then.”
Elysia had stopped listening; her attention was on the flashlight still rocking from side-to-side on the table. How long would the batteries last?
“Come along, Gavin.” Neil climbed the steps and Gavin fell in behind him.
Elysia swallowed as Gavin looked back at her, his eyes still aglow in the dimness. At least she had gotten out of giving him a “taste.” But, oh God, the price.
The two men disappeared upstairs. Moments later, the sarcophagus lid began to slide into place, leaving her alone, in the dark.
 
Elysia lost track of the time as the flashlight beam grew dimmer and dimmer. She debated repeatedly whether to turn it off and save the battery, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She didn’t touch it, afraid that jostling it would knock the last of the power from the battery or damage the delicate wire within the bulb.
She didn’t know how long she sat there staring at the faint light of that tiny bulb before she realized that the glow was only in her imagination. She reached for the flashlight. Her fingers slid across the smooth surface of the table, and her knuckles bumped against the hard plastic case of the flashlight, causing it to roll. She made a grab for it, but it eluded her, rolling off the table to smash against the floor where the area rug didn’t reach. The sound of smaller pieces clattering against the stone was distinctive.
Oh God, no.
She slid off the chair, noting that Neil’s potion must have finally worn off, and felt beneath the table. Her hand ran across something sharp, and it bit into her palm.
With a gasp, she jerked her hand away, imagining a large rat or perhaps a spider hiding beneath the table.
“It’s a broken flashlight,” she whispered. But even with that knowledge, she couldn’t bring herself to reach again.
“Don’t do this, El.” She had to stay calm, rational. It was only darkness. Complete and total darkness.
El?
Her breath caught. The whispers were returning.
“Shh. It’s only a ghost.” Not encroaching insanity.
A light tug of her hair, and she jerked away, crawling on her hands and knees until she cracked her head against the wall.
She groaned, holding her head until the thumping stopped.
Elysia.
She spun around and pressed her back to the wall. Ghosts, just ghosts. She repeated the line in her head a few more times.
What if Ian Mallory was still down here? He would be pissed that a descendant had survived his curse. Perhaps he would want to finish the job.
Her mind leaped to the dark doorway beneath the stairs. The lab was back that way. Ian’s lab.
She strained her ears, listening. Was that the faint clink of someone stirring a beaker? The scuff of a shoe against stone?
“Stop this,” she whispered. Stop, stop, stop. It was her imagination. Nothing more.
She pulled her knees to her chest and pressed her face against them. Neil would return soon. He said he would bring candles, matches. She would have light.
A scrape against stone, then the soft thump of a step on carpet.
She hugged her legs and pressed her face tighter against her knees. Just her imagination.
Another light thump. Closer. Silence, then an exhale followed by a sniff that sounded canine.
James! She jerked her head up, opening her eyes, and screamed.
Red eyes glowed, several inches above the level of her own and only a few yards away. She shoved herself to her feet. It wasn’t James.
The eyes rose as she did, ending up well above her head.
“You’re bleeding,” a voice rasped in the darkness. Gavin.
“I cut my hand,” she whispered, her heart pounding so hard she couldn’t hear his tread as he closed the distance between them.
“Yes, it’s fresh, smeared between here and the chair.” His hand encircled her wrist. He didn’t fumble around, clearly able to see in total darkness.
“Please get me out of here.”
“You are the master’s.”
He pulled her hand away from where she had clenched it at her waist, his strength unbreakable. He pried her fingers open with his other hand.
“I don’t like the dark. Please?” She hated to beg, but he was a way out.
He lifted her hand. Hot breath across her palm followed by the rough wetness of his tongue. He growled, and every hair on her body stood up.
“Take me out of here.” She gasped as his too sharp teeth bit into the heel of her hand.
“Soon,” he snarled, then pressed her against the wall. Still sucking on her hand, he moved his body against hers, and she realized he was naked.
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James pressed his cheek against the cold metal surface, trying to get his hand a little further through the space between the wall and the tray he lay on. But it was no use. His fingers didn’t even reach the bottom of the drawer. The key had rattled to a stop right beneath him, so tantalizingly close.
He lay there, panting, trying to think of some way to get to the key. He had nothing to work with. Not a stitch of clothing. Nothing except the collar that was the problem in the first place.
A sense of anxiety had set in during the last few minutes. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew Elysia was in trouble. He gripped the edge of the tray, rocking it from side to side in an attempt to knock it off track and widen the gap.
Something crashed in the room outside his drawer. Had Neil returned? He had to get that key.
Without warning, light flooded his drawer and he froze. A gasp. “You are here.” The tray rolled out and James stared up in shocked silence. It was the girl from the convenience store. “Elysia asked me to free you.” She gave him a tentative smile. “I’m Kari.”
“James.” He rolled onto his side and tumbled off the drawer, getting a gasp from her. He landed on his hands and knees at her feet.
“You don’t look so good.”
“I’m bleeding out.” James pushed himself to his feet and reached into the drawer for the key. It took a bit of fumbling before he gripped it in his fist.
“What’s that?”
“The key to my collar.” He slid down the wall, his back thumping across the mortuary drawers until he sat on the cold tile. He fumbled with the lock, trying to insert the key.
Kari squatted beside him. “Do you want me to—”
“Stay away. My blood is toxic. One drop is lethal.”
“I’m already dead,” she whispered.
“It’ll still banish your soul from the mortal plane.”
She pulled back her hand. “Oh.”
A bit more fumbling, and he finally got the lock open. He tossed the collar aside.
“Move back,” he said.
Once Kari was clear, he slid into his other form.
“Good God,” she whispered. “I didn’t imagine it.”
James barely heard her words, momentarily lost in the joy of being whole. He pulled open the portal and tensed to spring. He would soul track Elysia and find where Neil had taken her. He didn’t like the way Gavin stared at her.
“Stop!”
James heard Kari gasp as familiar power slammed into him. He turned with a snarl.
Doug stood inside the door. “Don’t move. Either of you.” Doug gave Kari a frown before turning back to James. “Change.”
Another powerful compulsion, and James was once more human. A wave of dizziness washed over him, and he braced a hand against the floor to steady himself. He had lost a lot of blood. This form wasn’t the best choice at the moment.
“What’s going on? And who the hell is this?” Doug stopped before them, waving a hand at Kari.
James ignored the question. “Neil has Elysia. He left me here to bleed out and—”
“Elysia? She was here?”
“You’re not listening. Neil took her. Let me change. I can soul track her—”
“You’ll remain as you are.”
“He’s telling the truth,” Kari spoke up.
“Who are you?”
“Kari. Kari Anderson.”
“That’s who you were. Who Made you?”
“Elysia.”
Doug snapped his open mouth closed. “You’re the lich from the hospital.”
“Yes.”
James!
James came to his feet. “I need to go. Now!”
“Hell’s blood.” Doug gave him a glare. “Calm your—”
James leapt across the space between them. He caught Doug by the shoulders and slammed him against the mortuary drawers before he could finish the command. Doug’s head smacked the door with a hollow thump.
Hoping it was enough to daze him, James sprang away, calling the hound.
“Stop!”
The command hit him so hard that James stumbled and fell against the nearest table. The bond tightened as Elysia cried out to him again. James whirled to face Doug. “She’s screaming.”
“What are you—”
“Elysia is screaming!”
“How do you know?”
“The bond. She screamed my name. Something’s wrong.” Another cry echoed through his mind, and he doubled over, clasping his head.
Doug’s expensive loafers came into view. “She’s cut off from her power. She can’t call you.”
James straightened. “If you love her at all, let me help her.”
Doug frowned, his expression uncertain. “I don’t trust you, dead man.” His eyes went white. “You will take me with you.”
“I’ll be traveling through the land of the dead.”
“I’m a necromancer. Death does not frighten me.”
James was tired of arguing with him. He needed to move. Now. “Step back.”
Doug didn’t look happy about it, but he obeyed.
“I’m going with you.” Kari stepped up beside Doug.
Doug opened his mouth to argue, but James cut him off. “I’ll open the portal. You two step through.”
“What about you?” Doug demanded.
“I’ll be right behind you.” James shifted forms and dropped to all fours. Hang on, Elysia. He opened the portal and Kari immediately stepped through.
Doug stepped up to the edge, squinting his eyes as he tried to see into the darkness.
Annoyed with the delay, James sprang. He butted into Doug, knocking him through the portal and followed, his form changing on its own. He landed in a crouch on two legs, one clawed hand braced against the soft ground. The portal winked closed behind him.
“Dear God.” Kari pressed a hand to her mouth, her wide eyes on James. The glow of her soul looked so mundane next to the brilliance of Doug’s.
“What the hell,” Doug whispered, his expression shocked as he stared at what James had become.
James rose to his full height, now a good foot taller than Doug. It was always a bit disconcerting to face a familiar figure in this form. The added height and the keenness of his senses made the experience surreal. He remembered the first time he held Addie while in this form. He had been so terrified he would hurt her.
My true form, he explained. It was odd to be here without Gavin.
“I knew you would deceive me,” Doug said. “Take us back.”
James tensed, ready for the slam of Doug’s power, but it never came. James smiled, or tried to with a muzzle full of teeth. Your power doesn’t work here, necromancer. James remembered how he had once escaped Clarissa by coming here. Only Elysia and her soul bond could call him back.
“You intend to abandon me here.” Doug’s eyes narrowed.
Give it a rest. James turned his attention outward. Now be quiet and let me track her.
“She’s here?”
Not necessarily. James stepped away from them and took a deep breath. He thought of Elysia and the brilliant taste of her soul. There, a whiff of strawberries, and damp stone. Darkness, underground. She’s still in the mortal plane.
Focused, he didn’t know if Kari or Doug spoke. James reached out and ripped open a portal. The space on the other side even darker than this place.
Jump through, James commanded.
“But—” Doug didn’t get to finish his excuse when Elysia screamed, the sound of her voice echoing off the walls beyond the portal. A snarl answered her.
James shoved Doug and Kari through and jumped out after them. He landed on four paws, his back claws clacking against stone while his front paws landed on carpet. The room was without light, but the hound had no trouble seeing in the total darkness.
Elysia was in the far corner, though James sensed her more than saw her. His view was blocked by a naked man’s back, one he had seen many times before. Brian. No, Gavin.
James lifted his lips, but before the snarl could escape, the area was flooded with a bright bluish light. Doug had pulled out his cell phone.
“What the hell?” Doug whispered.
Gavin whirled to face him. A snarl twisted his blood-smeared mouth, and his crimson eyes were on full glow.
James shifted human, but Gavin was faster than he expected and cleared the space between him and Doug in a single leap, ebony claws glinting at his fingertips.
“Stop!” Doug shouted. His power slammed into James, freezing him as he became human, but it seemed to have no effect on Gavin.
Chuckling, Gavin lifted an arm to take a slash at Doug. Darkness swirled around his claws, and James stared in shock. Gavin’s claws weren’t an extension of the hellhound’s claws. These belonged to his true form. Claws that could rip the soul from a mortal body.
Suddenly Kari was there. She stepped in front of Doug, and Gavin’s slash took her across the upper chest. She screamed, then collapsed at his feet.
Doug stumbled backward, but his feet tangled with the edge of the rug, and he fell on his butt. His cell phone landed on the carpet with a thunk, but the light stayed on, illuminating the monster standing over him.
Gavin straightened and held up his hand. Iridescent shimmers clung to his claws. He flicked his hand and the shimmers flew free, coalescing into a glowing orb.
“Jesus,” Doug whispered.
The orb shot across the room and disappeared into Elysia’s chest. She doubled over with a grunt.
“Elysia?” James took a step toward her.
She straightened and, without a word, opened a portal and jumped through.
James pulled in a breath. He knew Elysia could open portals, but he had never seen her do it.
Gavin chuckled. “Now we hunt, little brother.” He ran back across the room, and right before he reached the wall, he slashed out with his claws and physically ripped open a new portal before jumping through.
James blinked. He hadn’t become the hellhound to open the portal. It seemed like Gavin’s true form had merged with Brian’s body.
“What was that?” Doug whispered.
“My fellow grim. Neil resurrected him with my blood.” James reached down and gripped the necromancer by the front of his shirt and jerked him to his feet. “Do not use your power around him. It only worked on me.” James glanced down at Kari’s still form. He didn’t need to touch her to know she was gone.
“But I felt his death,” Doug whispered. His cell phone, still lying on the carpet, winked out. Doug gasped.
James released him and stepped back to shift into the hellhound.
“James?” Doug sounded worried.
James ripped open the portal and jumped through, then reached back and caught it before it closed.
Get in here.
Doug obeyed without comment.
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Gavin and Elysia weren’t anywhere in sight. James once again sent his awareness outward, sniffing, hunting. Excitement quivered within him, humming across his senses. The Hunt. This was what he was made for.
There. A whiff of strawberries. Close. She was still among the dead.
Without warning, James caught Doug’s upper arm. His claws bit through the fabric of Doug’s shirt, and the necromancer gasped—then shouted as James jumped. It was impossible to judge distance, but James didn’t think about it. He trusted his senses.
Doug’s shout cut out when they landed. James released him, and the necromancer fell to his knees.
Elysia stood a few yards away, her clothes torn from Gavin’s claws, and the perfume of her blood scenting the air in a way that had James strangling a groan.
Gavin stood before her, his form the mesh of human and hellhound James knew so well, but Gavin was no longer the emaciated shadow of a former grim. His black fur gleamed over muscle, a lot more muscle than James’s smaller form possessed.
Gavin glanced at him. We have an obstacle, little brother.
Kari stood between Gavin and Elysia. She wore a brilliant gown that glowed almost as brightly as her skin. James didn’t understand why he had considered her glow dim before.
Elysia turned with a gasp, her wide white eyes settling on James.
It’s me, he reassured her.
“J-James?”
Gavin snarled. With eyes squinted against the brightness, he sprang forward, slashing at Kari’s glowing form.
Her image blurred, swirling into the glowing orb, and darted out of his path. When she stopped, her human shape reappeared.
I won’t let you hurt her, she whispered.
Gavin growled and sprang again.
When Kari became the orb this time, she didn’t try to elude him. She streaked toward him and vanished into his chest, just as she had entered Elysia earlier.
Gavin snarled and spun in a circle, swiping at something James couldn’t see. Suddenly he stopped. He flexed his right hand, extending his claws. Then rammed them into his own chest.
James straightened, shocked by what Gavin had done.
Gavin pulled his claws free, the remnants of Kari’s glittering soul clinging to his fingers. He lifted his hand to his mouth and James tackled him. The impact took them to the ground, and Kari’s soul flew free, her shriveled orb winking pitifully.
“Kari, use me!” Elysia cried.
“Elysia, no!” Doug pushed himself to his feet.
Protect my son, Kari whispered, her form fading.
“Always.” Elysia reached out a hand, but Doug caught her wrist and pulled her back.
Elysia jabbed an elbow at him, but it was already too late. Kari was gone.
James didn’t get to watch the rest as Gavin took a swipe at him. James jumped back, narrowly avoiding his claws. They were both on their feet an instant later.
Mine, Gavin breathed, rabid eyes on Elysia.
James held his ground, positioning himself between her and Gavin. No. Elysia belongs to me. The words were out before James realized what he said. The bond surged to life, and he heard Elysia gasp.
“It is you,” she whispered. “James!” Her power flowed into him, swelling that sliver of her own soul buried deep within him.
Gavin turned his head in James’s direction, his pupils shrinking within the red irises. That’s when James noticed the glow. For a moment, he thought Doug had pulled out his cell phone, then he realized that the glow emanated from somewhere much closer.
James lifted his arm. Light seeped out between the dense fur that covered his body. His skin was glowing.
Gavin snarled and lashed out at him.
Distracted, James reacted too slowly, and Gavin’s claws raked across his chest. He yelped as liquid fire erupted beneath his skin.
You’ve got to be quicker than that. Gavin lifted his hand, a faint iridescent glow coloring his claws. A remnant of Kari or was it… James’s?
James pressed a hand to his chest.
You understand. Gavin chuckled, then lashed out again.
James sensed it coming and managed to avoid taking damage. They began to circle each other, two undead monsters with the ability to rip souls from the living—and the dead.
On the next pass, James lunged, ducking beneath Gavin’s claws and taking a swipe at his gut. Gavin twisted to the side, and James only scored a glancing blow. Even so, Gavin yelped and danced away.
James glanced at the sheen on his own claws. Dead God. Did they have souls here? Here where their two forms were one? Elysia had once told him that he possessed a soul, it just wasn’t on the mortal plane.
Gavin attacked, leading with his foot this time—a clawed foot aimed at James’s face.
James wasn’t used to fighting in this form. He pulled back, but not enough. Gavin’s foot slammed into his sensitive muzzle.
James yelped as fire ignited within his nasal cavities, making his eyes sting and water. He stumbled to the side, blinking furiously to clear his vision.
Without warning, he was seized around the throat and lifted from the ground, only to be hurled aside. He landed hard on his side, rolling on impact. The roll saved him as Gavin’s clawed feet thumped down where James had been.
Still blinking, James sprang to his feet. He shook his head, trying to track Gavin’s movements, when a roundhouse kick took him upside the head. James fell to the ground, this time landing at Elysia’s feet.
“Ely, open a portal,” Doug said, his voice pitched low and urgent. “The guy’s got almost a foot in height and close to a hundred pounds on him. We need to run while he lasts.”
Get up, little brother, Gavin called. Don’t quit on me now.
Elysia ignored Doug, squatting beside James while keeping an eye on Gavin. “You’re not done.” She touched a finger to his muzzle. Then cautiously slipped it between his fangs to his tongue. Ambrosia exploded across his senses, and it took every ounce of will not to clamp down on her finger.
“Get up,” she whispered.
No. Gavin snarled and swatted her away. He used the back of his hand, so his claws didn’t find purchase, but the powerful blow threw her several yards. She landed hard, and didn’t get up.
Furious, James shoved himself off the ground and lunged at Gavin. His claws ripped into Gavin’s thigh, digging deep.
Gavin yelped, then whirled, lashing out as he spun.
James rolled out of his path and sprang to his feet.
You like the necromancer. Gavin’s voice had almost a singsong quality. Very foolish.
Doug had crawled over to Elysia. He brushed her long blonde hair from her face. Her eyelids fluttered, but didn’t fully open.
Gavin moved closer and James attacked again. The power of Elysia’s blood still roared through him. He caught Gavin across his biceps with a slashing blow.
Gavin snarled and clutched his arm. She will betray you. He released his arm and took a swing at James. The wound in his thigh was gone, and the one in his arm already shrinking. They began to circle each other again. They landed blows and dodged them in equal measure, leaving no lasting damage behind. It became a contest of who would tire first.
The surge Elysia’s blood had given him faded quickly. Gavin’s blows connected more frequently, and James realized the injuries did take a toll. It took energy to heal them.
James’s fatigue got the better of him when he tripped over his own feet trying to avoid a blow to the face. He dropped to one knee, but to his surprise, Gavin backed off.
Tsk, tsk. You need to feed more.
James pushed himself to his feet. Feed?
Gavin gave him an approximation of a grin through a muzzle full of teeth. Then ran his tongue over one claw, lapping off the faint iridescent sheen. He shivered. A recommendation: magical souls are the tastiest. Gavin exhaled. But damn, a grim beats them all.
My soul.
Yes. Gavin gave him another twisted grin.
But you stuck your claws within yourself. James remembered how Gavin had extracted Kari. And on the heels of that, James remembered doing the same to Era when she had been possessed.
Must I explain everything? I am bound to the mortal plane, again. It takes more effort to rip a soul bound to multiple places.
Their true form, human and hellhound. The human was of the mortal world; the hellhound belonged to this one.
Gavin moved like lightning, connecting an upper cut to James’s lower jaw. The blow snapped his head back and smashed his teeth into his tongue.
James staggered to the side, but before he could recover, a second blow connected with the side of his head.
James was falling. A clawed hand gripped his shoulder and dug in, pulling a cry from him.
Consuming your soul might give me enough power to break the necromancer’s hold. He clutched James’s stomach, digging his claws in so deep, James imagined them brushing his spine. This time he howled in agony.
Gavin curled his fingers, raking his razor sharp claws through James’s intestines. Then he pulled.
James caught Gavin’s shoulders, digging in his own claws, but it was too little, too late. Gavin fisted his soul and James screamed.
I told you this was our true form. Gavin whispered.
“No, it’s not.” Elysia’s hand came to rest in the center of James’s back. “Release him, grim. He’s mine.”
The bond flared to life in all its glory. No, not just the bond. Elysia. She flowed into him. The power of life slammed through James’s withering body, flowing outward until it reached the tips of his toes and the end of each hair.
Gavin yelped and jumped back as light once again erupted from James’s skin.
Elysia rubbed her hand over his shoulder blade. “You are mine, James Daniel Huntsman.”
James cried out, arching his back as the power built, then exploded outward.
Elysia’s hand slid up to his shoulder.
He opened his eyes and discovered the area around them bathed in light.
Gavin took one step back, then another. Abruptly, he turned and ran. Before he had gone two strides, he vanished.
“Damn,” James said. “He’s gone.”
Elysia snorted. “I happen to think that’s a good thing.”
James heard her words, but didn’t respond. It occurred to him that he had spoken—out loud. He lifted his hand and touched his lips. They were human. Taking his hand from his lips, he stared at it. Though it glowed so brightly he had to squint, it was his hand. An average human hand. No fur, no claws.
Elysia slipped around in front of him. She was squinting as well, but an odd smile curled her mouth. “This is your true form.”
James realized that she hadn’t slid her hand up to his shoulder earlier, he had morphed out of the seven-foot monster into… himself.
“How?” he whispered.
Her brow furled. “I’m not exactly sure.”
He laughed and pulled her against him, belatedly remembering he was naked. She didn’t seem to mind, wrapping her arms around his waist, she pressed her cheek to his chest. Her sigh sounded relieved, and he thought, contented.
“What just happened?” Doug asked, his tone lacking the usual force.
James startled a little at his voice. He had forgotten all about the guy.
Elysia must have noticed because she laughed softly before lifting her head. “Send him home?” Her white eyes met James’s.
“You don’t want the honors?”
“I’m not sure how I got here.”
James smiled. “That’s getting to be a theme.”
“I’m serious. But I think maybe Kari brought me here.” Sadness filled her eyes.
“Ely.” Doug stepped up beside them, seeming to gather his composure. “I didn’t know what Neil was up to. You begged me to free the grim.”
Elysia turned toward him, though she kept one arm around James’s waist, her cheek still against his chest. “I asked for your help and you betrayed me.”
“Betrayed? Neil acted on his own. I didn’t—”
“Not about the potion, about James.”
The bond tightened, and James drew a shallow breath. She squeezed his hip, feeling it, too.
“You planned to give him to your father,” she continued. “Do you deny it?”
Doug frowned. “No. I don’t get how that’s betrayal. I did as you asked, and if you didn’t know, it wouldn’t be on your conscience.”
James tried to keep his amazement in check, but Elysia must have felt his soft snort. She looked up, brows raised.
“Sorry. His arrogance is impressive.”
Doug crossed his arms. “Don’t start, dead man.”
“See, right there.” Elysia released James to fully face Doug—much to James’s disappointment. “You have no respect for the dead.”
“Respect for—” Doug dropped his arms. “Ely, you know that’s not a healthy attitude.”
“About a corpse. I’m talking about a lich, or a grim. They’re as much in the mortal world as we are. Kari gave her life for you. Did you even notice?”
“She was already dead.”
“Physically. Metaphysically she was as alive as you or me. She was still bound to the mortal plane, and she had a child she very much wanted to see.”
“Seriously,” Doug said. “You need to stop this. Has Neil’s potion—”
“James?” She turned to face him. “Please open the portal.”
James ignored Doug’s protest and did as she asked. He considered dropping him into that crypt, but opened a doorway to the city morgue instead. The portal opened a few feet away, the bright light from the florescent bulbs pouring through the doorway.
“Ely.” Doug tried again.
“Just go,” she said.
He hesitated, looking like he wanted to say more, then turned and walked toward the portal.
Elysia’s shoulders slumped with what James hoped was fatigue, and not dejection. He laid a hand on the small of her back, silently asking if she was all right. She surprised him by leaning against him.
“And Doug?” Elysia called.
He stopped, then slowly turned to face them.
“Consider our engagement off.”
James slid his arms around her waist, knowing it wasn’t his place, but remembering well how Doug had mocked him. He tensed when she ran her hands along his forearms, but she covered his hands with hers instead of pushing him away.
Doug watched the movement, then gave her a single nod. “James.”
Having the necromancer address him by name was a shock.
“Take her to the Flame Lord’s alchemist,” Doug continued. “To Addie. She’s a troublemaker, but a talented troublemaker.”
“Consider it done,” James said.
Another nod, and Doug stepped into the morgue.
James let the portal go and Elysia sighed. “Are you okay?” he asked.
“Yes. No.” She turned to face him. “Thanks for coming.”
“I would have come sooner, but your dumbass ex-fiancé wouldn’t listen.”
She smiled. A sad smile.
He lifted a hand to her face and gently rubbed his thumb beneath a gash along her cheekbone. “How bad did Gavin hurt you?”
“I’ll be okay, though I’ll probably be afraid of the dark for a while.”
“I can see in the dark.”
“Handy.” She looked up, holding his gaze. “You risked your soul to save me.”
“I didn’t even know I had one.”
“I told you that you did.”
“Guess I should listen to you.”
“Perhaps.” The corner of her mouth curled upward.
He continued to rub her cheek with his thumb.
“Heal me?”
He met her eyes, those white eyes. He would fix that problem soon; he would take her to Addie. But first, her request. He turned his attention to the slowly bleeding wound. This he could fix. He leaned down and ran his tongue along her cheekbone. Ambrosia. He swallowed and her power filled him once more. Dear God, he could never get enough of this.
Her palms came to rest against his stomach, then slid upward. He sucked in a breath as she simultaneously ran both hands across his nipples on her way up to encircle his neck.
“Ornery necromancer.” He ran his tongue along her undamaged cheekbone once more.
“Yes.” She turned her head and pressed her lips to his.
A groan that was almost a growl escaped his throat. His hands settled on her hips and he pulled her closer.
A howl sounded in the distance, and Elysia gasped. James lifted his head and snarled.
“Was that him?” she whispered. She pulled away from him, physically and magically.
“No, that was a hellhound, not a grim. I suspect it caught your scent.”
His skin tingled, and he glanced down. The glow began to fade, black fur replacing it. “I’m changing back.”
Elysia turned to face him, watching the transformation. He hoped it was wonder and not fear that widened her eyes. “I dreamed about you once,” she whispered. “As the monster.”
Monster. He sighed. “It wasn’t a dream. Somehow, you managed to sleepwalk into the land of the dead. I went after you.”
She looked around. “Is that what I’m doing? I’ve had that recurring dream since I was a child.” The howl came again, closer, and she turned to face the sound. “What if a hellhound had gotten me?”
“There’s this cloaked woman. She protects you while you’re here.”
“And tells me stories.”
James remembered Elysia telling him about that. He started to say as much and realized he couldn’t speak. He towered over her now, and when he lifted a hand, he found it clawed and covered in fur. He sighed, the sound closer to a low snarl.
“Scary.”
Yes.
She studied him a moment, then reached up to pull down his head. Rolling up on her toes, she kissed the underside of his jaw. “I’m so very afraid.”
He bowed his head, touched by her acceptance. Even Addie, who accepted him in every way had been terrified of this form. Thank you.
Elysia smiled.
And speaking of Addie. I’ll take you to my friend. She’ll help you get your power back.
“Your friend, the alchemist.”
She’s a good person. You’ll like her.
“How do you know she can fix me?”
She’s brilliant. I know because I’m her apprentice.
“You’re an alchemist?”
Studying to be one.
She released a breath. “Then I guess they’re not all evil.”
Not all. He reached out to open a portal right into Addie’s shop and hesitated. Ian. He didn’t trust the guy, and if he really had cursed his own descendants, James wasn’t taking Elysia anywhere near him. I’ll call her. Let her get started on your antidote. My phone is at my apartment. Let’s stop there first.
“You can take us to Athens?”
Yes. Is that all right?
“That would be great.”
Good. Let me grab some clothes first. Your roommate’s attire doesn’t do anything for me.
She laughed. “Okay.”
He pulled open the portal into his living room in Athens. Elysia stepped through and he followed, his paws making a soft thump against the thick carpet.
“This is so cool,” she said, no doubt referring to the speed of traveling this way.
He shifted forms to tell her that she was able to do the same thing, but he didn’t get the words out. The dizziness hit him again, harder. He fell forward, bracing his hands against the floor while he waited for it to pass.
“James?” Elysia knelt beside him, a hand on his shoulder.
“Sorry, I forgot. Neil took a lot of blood. If I stay human, I’ll have to sleep.” He lifted his head, focusing on the phone on the end table. “Let me call Addie, then I can shift back and we can—”
“If you need to sleep, then sleep. That can wait.”
He turned to face her, meeting her white eyes. “But your power…”
“I’ll be fine… as long as I’m around you.” She smiled, then rose to her feet. “Come on, let’s get you in bed.” She offered a hand.
He took her hand, though he was still capable of standing on his own. He also let her loop his arm around her shoulders and help him upstairs. Unfortunately, he didn’t last long once she tucked him in bed. He cursed Neil thoroughly when she lay down beside him, and he could do nothing but drift into a dreamless sleep.







CHAPTER 
18
Elysia sat up, awakened from a deep sleep she hadn’t expected to take. The sound that woke her still reverberated through the apartment. What it was, or what had caused it remained a mystery.
She glanced over at James, but his breathing was still deep and even. The noise hadn’t disturbed his healing sleep. Checking the clock, she was surprised to see that almost five hours had passed. She must have been more tired than she realized.
Pushing back the covers, she slid from the bed, tugging the T-shirt she had borrowed into place. She moved toward the bedroom door. No need to wake James. She could handle this.
Grim, grim, grim, a voice whispered. The tone agitated.
Elysia stopped. “Reggie?”
James grumbled in his sleep. Was Reggie trying to wake him—or warn him?
Gavin.
Elysia’s heart surged, and the accompanying wave of adrenaline left her dizzy. In her powerless state, she could do nothing. The only one who had a chance of stopping Gavin was James. She hurried back to his bedside and gripped his shoulder.
The bedroom door flew open, slamming against the wall with enough force to bounce back, almost closing again.
Elysia turned to face the threat, James’s name on her lips, when a woman stepped into the room. Elysia sagged in relief. It was the girl James had been arguing with behind the bar. The one in the photo downstairs. Elysia straightened and turned to face her, just as the girl flicked on the overhead light.
“Are you—” A violent gust of air lifted Elysia off her feet and slung her across the room—until the wall stopped her flight.
“Necromancer.” The girl crossed the room, her long stride confident. The overhead light glinted off her odd metallic-amber eyes. “James?” she said over her shoulder.
Elysia pushed off the wall, rubbing the back of her head. “He can’t answer you. He’s—”
“What have you done to him?” A concerned glance at James, and the girl moved closer.
“Nothing.”
“Your eyes are white. That means you’re using your magic. Release him, or I swear I’ll rip the air from your lungs.”
New Magic, definitely. Elysia should have realized it by the way she had said necromancer. Then she remembered who James worked for. Was this girl an Element?
Elysia opened her mouth to ask, but nothing entered her lungs when she tried to pull in a breath.
“Release him,” the girl repeated.
Elysia lifted a hand to her throat. She couldn’t draw any air to speak. How could she explain that she wasn’t using her magic, that James was in a healing sleep?
“That’s right,” the girl answered. “I can do this all day.”
Elysia took a step toward her, and suddenly she was airborne again. She smacked into the wall once more, but the gust of air that had thrown her was gone. Elysia’s chest tightened, and her heart hammered out of control.
James! she screamed in her mind, not even sure it would work. Help me!
He sat up with a gasp, and she wanted to sob with relief. He glanced from her to the other woman, then vaulted from the bed to land behind Elysia’s attacker. Staying at her back, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders.
“James!” She tried to turn, but he didn’t let her.
“Let her go,” he said.
“She’s a necromancer. What if—”
“She’s my friend. Let her go, Era.”
Elysia could suddenly breathe again. She bent over and gripped her knees, drawing a deep breath into her quivering lungs.
“Jesus, James. You’re naked,” the woman, Era said.
“Well, don’t look. You are in my bedroom.” He squatted down beside Elysia. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” She took another breath and straightened.
He rose beside her, his gaze sliding down over the T-shirt she wore. His T-shirt. After he had passed out, she had taken the liberty of using his shower and washing machine. She hadn’t been comfortable leaving him alone, or walking to her place by herself.
Elysia glanced at Era and was surprised that the girl turned her back. “My clothes are in your dryer. I’ll go get dressed.” She started to move away, but his hand on her waist stopped her.
He leaned down, his mouth close to her ear. “Are you wearing anything under my shirt?”
“No.”
His growl was soft. “I’m going to strangle her.”
Elysia smiled, knowing his temperament too well to believe him. “Thank her,” she whispered. “I had planned to be dressed before you woke.” She squeezed his arm and stepped past him. Giving Era a wide berth, she headed for the door.
 
Dressed in her slightly wrinkled, but clean clothes, Elysia lifted the phone from its charging cradle. James and Era were still in his room, their raised voices carrying down the stairs on occasion. The distance and the closed door muffled the words, so Elysia didn’t catch any of it. She could guess the topic though.
But she would worry about the opinion of James’s magical friend later. She took a deep breath and dialed Grams’s number.
“Elysia, where have you been?” Grams started in as soon as Elysia identified herself. “I tried to call you at Doug’s all day yesterday. The last I heard, you had let some alchemist give you a potion. Did it work?”
All too well, but she didn’t want to worry Grams with those details. “I’m no longer with Doug. He betrayed me, Grams.”
“The bastard took the grim from you, didn’t he?”
It took Elysia a moment to find her voice. “Did you call Doug a bastard?”
“All the Nelson line is, but he seemed nicer than most.” Grams sighed. “I guess I was wrong—or I deluded myself. Did he give the grim to his father?”
“No. There isn’t a necromancer alive who’s powerful enough to take James from me. And that includes the bastard’s father.”
“What happened, Ely?”
She opened her mouth, ready to tell it all, and stopped. No, she wouldn’t draw Grams or the rest of the Family into this. This was her fight. “The details aren’t important, but I’m not going to let them destroy the Family. We’re not going down without a fight.”
Grams was silent a moment. “We?”
“Yes.” Elysia turned to pace across the room and pulled up short. James stood inside the opening to the foyer. He had pulled on a pair of dark jeans and another pair of his favorite boots, but his chest was still bare. His eyes locked with hers. “The Nelson family has lorded over us long enough,” Elysia answered her grandmother. “It’s time we stopped letting them.”
“What are you going to do?” Grams asked.
Elysia remembered Neil’s words, how he claimed the Deacon would fear her. Could she use that to her advantage? “Leave it to me.”
“Ely, listen. The grim was just a status symbol. I never intended for you to actually use him.”
“I don’t use James, and I never will,” Elysia said with heat. “Hang on to the house, Grams. I’ll talk to you soon.” She ended the call and looked up to meet James’s eyes once more, but before either of them could speak, Era joined them.
“His flight doesn’t land until ten,” she said to James, her attention on her phone. “If we leave now, we’ll beat him in.”
James turned to face her. “I can’t believe he took the red eye.”
“He was worried about you.” Era tucked her phone in the back pocket of her jeans. “We all were.” She took a step into the room and stopped, her frown on Elysia. “I’ll get my things.” Era turned on her heel and left the apartment.
“She’s not happy about me,” Elysia said.
“She’ll be fine once she gets to know you.”
Elysia sighed. “She’s an Element, isn’t she?”
James studied her a moment, then nodded. “Air—in case you didn’t pick up on that. We’re going to have to drive to Cincinnati. She’s going with us.”
“All right.” This should be fun.
He continued to study her. “So what are you going to do about Doug, and his father?”
Elysia shook her head, her bravado gone. “I don’t know, but I can’t do much while stunted.” She gestured at her eyes.
“I called Addie. She’ll have something prepared for you when we arrive.”
“So soon? Neil said we would need his blood.”
“A lesser alchemist might.” James smiled.
“Your friend is that good?”
“Wait until you meet her.” His smile grew, the light glinting in his eyes. “She’s amazing.”
Elysia frowned. “If you say so.”
“We discussed this, remember? Not all alchemists are evil.”
“Neither are all necromancers.”
“I’ve noticed.” He watched her.
Uncomfortable with the scrutiny, she cleared her throat. “Are you going out dressed like that?”
“You took my favorite shirt.” He twitched a dark brow.
She bit her lip. “It’s on the washer.”
“Ah.” He left the room and returned a few minutes later pulling the black T-shirt down over his chest.
Elysia met him in the foyer. “That was really your favorite shirt?” What was the chance of that? She had grabbed one at random. It wasn’t like she had chosen by color. They were all black.
A final tug, and he gave her a wink. “It is now.” He lifted another leather jacket from the rack by the door and shrugged it on. “I’ll drive you to your place. You can throw a few things together while Era packs.”
Elysia eyed him, taking in the dark clothing and the haphazardly combed black hair. Anyone meeting him in a dark alley would give him a wide berth. He looked up at that moment, his eyes meeting hers, his gaze intent. A predator in human skin. Goosebumps rose beneath the sleeves of her shirt. Grams was right; he was dangerous. He was also sexy as sin.
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
“What is this?” She gestured between them.
His brow furrowed, but he didn’t ask for an explanation. “Magical compatibility?”
She frowned. “That sounds more like an excuse than a reason.”
“Yeah.” He raked a hand through his hair, messing the dark strands. “But what else can it be?”
“I’m not denying that it exists. It’s just—” God, how did she phrase this?
“You don’t know where the magic ends and where your true feelings begin?”
She looked up. “Yes, exactly.”
“Trust me, I get it.” He dropped his eyes, the predator gone—an uncertain young man in its place.
Elysia smiled. This was the real James—and the reason she wanted to see what was beyond the magic. “What if we got to know each other better?”
He lifted his head. “What do you mean?”
“My favorite color is green,” she said.
He raised a brow. “Green?”
“Seriously. I can show you my room.”
His lips curled, hinting at a smile. “My favorite color is black.”
She snorted. “I never would have guessed that.”
He grinned, then abruptly offered his hand. “Hi, I’m James. James Huntsman.”
She laughed and took his hand. “I’m Elysia Mallory.”
“Nice to meet you.” He released her hand, then pulled open the front door and held it for her. “So. You come here often?”
She laughed and stepped out into the morning light.
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